AFRICAN INTERNATIONAL GRADUATE STUDENTS’ EXPERIENCES AND
ADJUSTMENT IN US HIGHER EDUCATION: THROUGH A SELF-EFFICACY LENS

A Dissertation by
Mercy O Umeri
Master of Public Administration, Wichita State University, 2018
Bachelor of Arts in Theater and Film Studies, University of Nigeria, 2002

Submitted to the Department of Intervention Services and Leadership in Education
and the faculty of the Graduate School of
Wichita State University
in partial fulfillment of
the requirements for the degree of
Doctor of Education

May 2022

 Copyright 2022 by Mercy O Umeri
All Rights Reserved.

AFRICAN INTERNATIONAL GRADUATE STUDENTS’ EXPERIENCES AND
ADJUSTMENT IN US HIGHER EDUCATION: THROUGH A SELF-EFFICACY LENS
The following faculty members have examined the final copy of this dissertation for form and
content, and recommend that it be accepted in partial fulfillment of the requirement for the
degree of Doctor of Education with a major in Educational Leadership.

________________________________
Jean Patterson, Committee Chair

_________________________________
Jody Fiorini, Committee Member

_________________________________
Kristin Sherwood, Committee Member

__________________________________
Evelyn Kalomo, Committee Member

__________________________________
Victoria Sherif, Committee Member

Accepted for the College of Applied Studies

____________________________________
Clay Stoldt, Interim Dean

Accepted for the Graduate School

____________________________________
Coleen Pugh, Dean

iii

DEDICATION
This study is dedicated to my mother, every girl-child and every woman who, despite all the
challenges that life presented to them, and against all odds, keep making an impact in the world
today.

iv

I am my mother’s daughter, fierce but gentle
My face set as flint, never retreating
Forging forward like a mighty army
I am my mother’s daughter

v

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
Thank you, Dr. Jean Patterson. Your guidance and support throughout my doctoral
journey gave me the courage to finish up. Thank you, for the feedback you provided me as my
committee chair and advisor. Thank you, for the constant encouragement. I am forever grateful.
Thank you, Dr. Jean Patterson, Dr. Kristin Sherwood, Dr. Victoria Sherif, Dr. Evelyn
Kalomo, and Dr. Fiorini. As members of my dissertation committee, your thoughtful feedback,
contributions and recommendations helped me produce quality work.
Thank you, to the faculty members, Dr. Jean Patterson, Dr. Kristin Sherwood, Dr.
Victoria Sherif, and Dr. Eric Freeman. Your teaching, guidance, and support contributed to my
learning. I am a better scholar and teacher because of you.
Thank you, to my classmates in Cohort 27. Seeing that you all could do this, gave me the
confidence to know that I could do this. You all kept me inspired and motivated.
Thank you, to my former and current supervisors, Connie Dietz and Dr. Melissa Walker.
I am a better leader and administrator because of you two. Thank you, Dr. Walker for your
support and understanding. Your belief in me is phenomenal. You provided all the support I
needed to complete my study. Thank you!
Thank you, Dr. Chinyere Okafor. I am grateful for your love and support. Thank you, for
introducing me to the Nigerian community in Wichita. Thank you, for all the times you checked
up on me to ensure I was on track to completing my dissertation.
Thank you, to my husband Lewis Umeri. I could not have done this without you. Thank
you, for your support always. Thank you, for not questioning my “wifehood” and “motherhood”
throughout this journey. Thank you, for staying up with me for so many nights when I spent
hours studying and writing my dissertation. Thank you, for your unconditional love. I love you!

vi

Thank you, to my children- Jeadon-Zane, Charis and Chaniel. Mummy’s days of
“homework” are finally over (for now). Thank you, for being the best children ever, your hugs
and smiles are priceless; they provided “sunshine” on days I felt overwhelmed with work. Thank
you, for your love and support. Working on my dissertation took away some “mummy time”
from you all, we can now catch up on play dates.
Thank you, to my parents Mr. and Mrs. Okorie Udonsi. Thank you, for the gift of
education. Mummy, for all the sacrifices you made for me to get an education, I am grateful.
Thank you, for instilling in me the values of hard work which has contributed to the woman I am
today.
Thank you, to my dear friends Sam Obafemi, Dr. Cecilia Idika-Kalu, Inye, John Osilama,
Nzeribe, Ijeoma, Pst. Praise, Pastor Rita, Tolu, Bose, Kese, Yoyi, Myron and Jamie Smith,
Kayla, Amanda, Itoro and Eme Thomas, Reane and Funmi Poopola. I am grateful for the gift of
your friendship. Your love and support throughout this journey were invaluable, I am grateful.
Thank you, to some women I met online during my doctoral journey. They are now a part
of my life. They are doing amazing work in Nigeria and Africa, to improve the lives of girls and
women. Thank you, Inimfon Etuk, Queen Rita, Glory Ohagwu, Sindy Zemura, Nkechi, Anne
Ekwueme, Stephanie, and Elizabeth Nyamayaro. Your love, and your work is commendable.
Finally, thank you, to my siblings, my extended family (who are too numerous to
mention), friends and colleagues who have supported and encouraged me throughout this
doctoral journey. I am grateful, I am so blessed to have you all in my life.
Thank you, Lord. My heart spills over with gratitude.

vii

ABSTRACT
The purpose of this qualitative research was to investigate African international graduate
students’ experiences and adjustment in US higher education through the self-efficacy lens. The
study used self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997) as a theoretical framework and lens to explore and
investigate the lived experiences of African graduate students at the master’s level as they
navigated, adjusted, and persisted through graduate school within the broader U.S. campus. The
study was guided by three research questions: What sources of self- efficacy do African
international graduate students use as they experience the transition and adjustment to college in
the US? How did mastery of experience, social models, verbal persuasion, and psychological
arousal impact the academic and nonacademic experiences of international graduate students
from Africa? What forms of agency (personal, proxy, collective) helped African graduate
students persist through graduate school? Using a basic qualitative research design, the
experiences of the study participants were explored. Semi- structured interviews were conducted
with 10 international African graduate students enrolled at Royale Ville University located at the
Midwestern part of the U.S. This study contributes to the existing body of research by exploring
how students used their self-efficacy. It adds to the body of African international education
literature, and research. The potential beneficiaries of this study could be the following: school
authorities, international graduate students of African descent, departments of universities,
faculty members that relate with or work with African graduate students, and other international
students. The study’s findings and conclusions provide an understanding and insight into the
lived experiences of African students and includes implications for research and practice to help
school authorities better understand how to design programs and provide resources that will
improve the schooling experiences for African graduate students in the US.
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CHAPTER 1
After the Second World War, the flow of international students into the United States
grew as developing countries sought to educate their populations (Mazzarol et al., 2003). Also,
other countries of emerging economies like Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates
also sought ways to develop their human capital by awarding scholarships to their citizens to
study in the US (Adewale et al., 2018; Institute of International Education, 2016). Since then,
there has been a yearly increase in enrollment of international students in the US. Considered one
of the most diverse groups of students on US colleges and campuses, they represent over 220
countries from all over the globe. A 2016 report by the International Institute of Education (IIE)
revealed the 2016-2017 academic year marked the second year more than one million
international students were studying in the United States. As it is today, there are now 85
percent more international students studying at US colleges and universities than were reported a
decade ago (Institute of International Education, 2016).
While international students seek excellent educational opportunities in the US, the
higher education institutions want international students to be part of their campus because of the
diversity these students bring to the campus, therefore, there is a mutual desire. The presence of
international students is also beneficial to higher education institutions in the US as it contributes
to boosting the local economy. Aside from the fact that they contributed more than $39 billion to
the US economy, these students also contribute by bringing their international perspectives
through interactions with their host communities (Institute of International Education, 2016;
Wang & BrckaLorenz, 2018). Therefore, attracting these students is part of the strategic plan for
most schools in the US regardless of size. Institutions go to great lengths to attract and recruit
international students (Adewale et al., 2018; George Mwangi et al., 2018, Waters, 2018). These
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recruitment efforts have given rise to the number of international students generally and graduate
students more specifically that want to pursue their education in the US.
Research Problem
International students pursuing graduate degrees are enrolled in great numbers yearly in
higher education institutions (HEIs) in the United States (Chow & Marcus, 2008). In the last
forty years, there has been a growing presence of international graduate students in universities
across the US. The International Institute of Education Open Doors report shows the trend
overtime for international graduate student enrollment within the last four decades (See Figure
1).
Figure 1
Open Doors Report, from School Year 1979–80 to 2016–17

Source: IIE, Open Doors, From School Year 1979–80 to 2016–17
International graduate student enrollment has steadily risen over the past 40 years, at times
surpassing the number of international undergraduate students.
Following this trend, the enrollment of graduate students from Africa has gained
momentum and increased in recent years (Institute of International Education, 2019). The
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increase has necessitated scholarly attention to issues and challenges facing international
graduate students from Africa (Boafo-Arthur, 2014; Institute of International Education, 2019).
Research on international education does not always differentiate among groups from different
countries and different cultures. Instead, African students and other international students are
lumped together and it is assumed they all have similar experiences (George Mwangi et al.,
2018). While there may be some commonalities among the international student population, they
come to the US with unique cultural backgrounds and customs, varying English language skills,
and different ways of coping once they arrive in the US. The experiences of African graduate
students studying in the US are different from international students from other countries and are
worth studying in their own right (Boafo-Arthur, 2014; George Mwangi et al., 2018).
To illustrate, the cultural system in Africa has a communal dimension which emphasizes
social consciousness, respect for human life, respect for older people, social responsibility, and
rewards one’s commitment to live interdependently (Adeyemi & Adeyinka, 2013; Avoseh, 2001;
Avoseh, 2012; George, 1994; Merriam & Ntseane, 2008). Another dimension to the African
lived experience is the collective responsibility in African cultures which means everyone has a
sense of responsibility within the community. An individual’s activities must “promote the
corporate existence of the community” (Avoseh, 2001, p. 480). The purpose of education within
the African community is to empower the individual to be an active, law abiding, and
responsible member of the community but also, to follow the leadership of senior persons in the
community (Adeyemi & Adeyinka, 2013; Avoseh, 2001; Avoseh, 2012). This practice of
waiting for directions from older and senior persons might be something African students
struggle with as they find themselves learning in US classrooms. They may look up to professors
to provide all the instruction and all the direction for their learning. The teacher in US higher
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education is not the sole purveyor of knowledge, African students must adapt to the fact that they
are coproducers of their own learning in the classroom (George Mwangi et al., 2018). Africans
hold on to some of these cultural beliefs not as a form of cultural resistance but as a strategy for
survival wherever they find themselves (George, 1994).
Every year, African students travel in the thousands from their countries to the US to
pursue graduate education (Arthur, 2000; Boafo-Arthur, 2014; Kuo, 2011). The United States is
a top choice for African graduate students who want to study abroad (Institute of International
Education, 2019). According to an Institute of International Education 2018/2019 report, the US
saw a 5.3 % increase in enrollment for African graduate students from Sub-Saharan Africa and
an 11.3% increase for graduate students from Western Africa than the previous 2017/2018
enrollment year (Institute of International Education, 2018, 2019).
There are compelling reasons for African nationals to attend graduate school in the US
such as, the stability in the US educational system as opposed to countries with political
instability which impacts the educational system (Owens, 2003) and the desire to get a global
education in an industrialized nation (Yirdong Lobnibe, 2012). US institutions of higher
education offer more extensive selection of programs including scholarship opportunities and
cultural diversity (Suspitsyna, 2013; Yirdong Lobnibe, 2012). They also provide for better
employment opportunities with international organizations (Kumi-Yeboah, 2014) and excellent
student support programs (Institute of International Education, 2018).
The application process for African students who wish to pursue a graduate degree in the
US is like that of domestic students. Those who desire to study at a US university are expected to
meet specific admission requirements (e.g., academic degree, GPA, English proficiency). The
minimum requirement is to have a bachelors' degree or its equivalent before one can get
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admission into graduate school. Additionally, African students need to pass a standardized test in
order to demonstrate English proficiency. Achieving a passing score on this exam presupposes
that one has the English language proficiency in comprehending high-level graduate language
and establishing meaningful interactions. The students feel they are in good shape to come study
in the US because they met the academic requirements, passed these standardized exams, and
have been granted admission (Kuo, 2011).
However, meeting these admission requirements is not necessarily a good predictor of
academic success, and does not mean African graduate students are ready for study within the
US context (Kuo, 2011). African graduate students are confident they are ready for education in
the US since they have met these requirements. They arrive in the US and find out they are not as
prepared as they thought. It is not just about meeting admission requirements; they confront
other issues which they never considered as they made the journey from their home countries to
the US. Other issues that may impact their educational experiences include culture shock and
adjustment to a different culture, social identity issues like nationality; religion and race,
language barriers, cross-cultural interactions with peers, faculty, and staff, differences in
instructional methods, and different classroom behavior (Boafo-Arthur, 2014; Constantine et al.,
2005; George Mwangi, 2014; George Mwangi et al., 2018; Kim, 2012; Mwangi & English,
2017; Mwangi & Fries‐Britt, 2015). These are some of the myriad issues African graduate
students likely encounter and experience as they persist through their graduate programs in the
US.
Contrary to their expectations, international African graduate students think they are
ready to face life in the US, but research has it that their experience living and studying in the US
belie that belief (Banda, 2018; Boafo-Arthur, 2014). Unlike undergraduate students, many of
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whom live in campus housing, African graduate students have the additional burden of dealing
with everyday living, such as finding a place to live, how to do banking, where to buy food,
transportation, how to fit their children into the new school system, and how to interact with
other people. African international students tend to have more difficulty adapting to their new
environment than other international students. As noted previously, African students come from
environments that promote communal living, collective responsibility, and shared space
(Avoseh, 2001; Merriam & Ntseane, 2008). Therefore, the individualistic culture of the U.S. can
contribute to an alienating experience for African graduate students. This salient cultural
difference impacts people's identities and makes it more challenging for African students to
develop meaningful relationships and to have a sense of belonging (Bastien et al., 2018;
Constantine et al., 2005; Mwangi & English, 2017). Dealing with all these alone in a new
environment can be overwhelming (Hsiao-ping et al., 2015; Oberg, 1960). For African
international graduate students to do well in their new environment, they must modify, re-invent
themselves, and adopt new strategies to cope. They encounter challenges in their new
environment nevertheless, they find ways to adapt and persist no matter the many challenges
they face. They must adjust as they begin their academic journey in the US (Constantine et al.,
2005; George Mwangi et al., 2018). Part of that adjustment is dealing with an acquired identity
which impacts how they are perceived and treated. African graduate students are not ethnically
or racially African Americans even though they share the same skin color with them. This
exposes them to new experiences with prejudice and discrimination because of faulty
assumptions about their race (Boafo-Arthur, 2014; Mwangi et al., 2018). The acquired identity is
put on them by reason of being identified as people of color, it affects their adjustment and
transition. Also, these students come in with the self-perception as intelligent students from their
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home countries and then they face the challenge of being perceived as less than within the
dominant white culture. They must deal with micro-aggressions and racism, a situation they
never had to deal with in their home countries (Boafo-Arthur, 2014; Mwangi & English, 2017;
Mwangi & Fries‐Britt, 2015). Despite these new and alienating experiences, African graduate
students still find ways to adapt and persist in pursuit of their graduate degrees.
African international graduate students persist because those who come to study in the
US are assumed to possess some level of self-efficacy. These assumptions perpetuate the belief
they can adjust to and overcome whatever challenges they face (Boafo-Arthur, 2014; Mwangi &
English, 2017; Mwangi & Fries‐Britt, 2015; Mwangi et al., 2018). African international
graduate students assume they are efficacious to face challenges, adjust, walk through an identity
that is placed on them, and still be able to persist through their first year and finish their graduate
program. People who have a high sense of self-efficacy overcome barriers with greater ease
while people who have little or no self-efficacy give up easily (Bandura, 1994; Laurencelle &
Scanlan, 2018). Related to Bandura’s self-efficacy theory, African graduate students draw from
their personal and collective confidence to participate in certain activities and actions that will
help them achieve certain goals (Bandura, 2002; George Mwangi et al., 2018). In what Arthur
(2000, p. 5) called the “human spirit” is the collective will of Africans to succeed in their host
community. When African graduate students see other students succeed, they may internalize
that and believe they can succeed too (Bandura, 1994; George Mwangi et al., 2018; KumiYeboah, 2014). Bandura (2002, p. 269) claims that self-efficacy transcends both domains and
culture and does “vary cross-culturally.” This is grounded in the notion that cultures are diverse,
dynamic, and are not static. There are some researchers who have studied the role of selfefficacy and its cross-cultural impacts (Ahn et al., 2016; Bandura, 2002; Dortch, 2016; Klassen,
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2004). The willingness of African students who come from a different culture to adapt and
persist through graduate school in a different environment is what this study is about. Telling the
stories of international graduate students from Africa who are persisting through graduate school
will provide a valuable perspective and insight to their lived experiences. That despite meeting
rigorous admission requirements, these students may have other issues they have to contend with
as they adjust to their academic life in the US. There is a lot to be gained through this study; it
has the potential to add to the body of African international education literature, and research.
Aside from the fact that it would bridge a knowledge gap, it will provide an understanding and
insight into the world of this group of students who are studying in the US. The findings from the
study have the potential to help university authorities to better understand how to design
programs and provide resources that will improve the educational experiences for African
graduate students. The potential beneficiaries of this study are the following: university
authorities, international graduate students of African descent, departments, and faculty members
that relate with or work with African international graduate students.
Bandura’s (1997) theory of self-efficacy provided the lens for the study. This theory
helped to understand how international African graduate students navigate, adjust, and persist
through graduate school in the US.
Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework has been described as the map of research work because it
guides the study and provides direction for the entire research work (Green, 2014). To guide and
provide direction for this research, Bandura’s (1997) theory of self-efficacy was used. Selfefficacy is a component of social learning theory and is at the center of Bandura’s social
cognitive theory. Social learning theory is a psychological framework used in analyzing human
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thought and behavior and the capacity for self- regulation and self-direction (Bandura, 1977). It
emphasizes that learning occurs as a result of observing, retaining, and replicating the behaviors
observed in others. Therefore, through self-efficacy, learning continues to happen as people
interact among themselves and the environment (Bandura, 1977, 1997).
Self-Efficacy
Self-efficacy refers to a person's confidence to participate in specific actions that help
them achieve distinct goals. It is a person's belief in their ability to succeed in achieving a goal
and having the confidence to know they can achieve what they set their minds to by managing
how they feel, think, and behave (Bandura, 1997). Self-efficacy increases a person's sense of
agency, growth mindset, perseverance, and self-regulation. It determines if people think in selfenhancing or self- debilitating ways and affects the quality of their life (Bandura, 2002). To
recognize this, self-directing and self-regulating capacities in individuals make it possible for
people to become their own agents of change. Self-efficacy has four sources: Mastery experience
or previous accomplishments, vicarious experiences or observation of self and others, verbal
persuasion through verbal encouragement and feedback, physiological feedback or emotional
arousal (Bandura, 1994, 1997). According to Bandura (1997), these four sources help to develop
self- efficacy in people and impact their behavior and performance. A visual representation of
the framework is provided in figure 2.
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Figure 2
Sources of self-efficacy

Each of the sources of self-efficacy is briefly described in the following section.
Four Sources of Self-efficacy
The most effective way for people to create self-efficacy is through what Bandura (1997)
refers to as mastery experience. When people overcome obstacles and are unbeaten in their past
setbacks or difficulties, it builds confidence in them to face other future challenges they may
come across. As they persevere through tough situations, they become resilient and better at
handling adversity. The negative aspect of this is, if people experience easy successes, they may
become discouraged when they encounter failure, especially if they have not built a high sense of
self-efficacy (Bandura, 1994, 1997).
The second source of self-efficacy is through the experiences provided by social models,
what Bandura (1997) refers to as vicarious experience. Seeing and observing people similar to
oneself succeed gives the observer the confidence to believe they have the capabilities to
succeed. The influence of models can be far-reaching because by the same token if the models
fail, it can be an indication to the observers that they do not have what it takes to succeed.
10

Through their behavior during challenging situations, social models use those opportunities as
teaching moments (Bandura, 1994).
Verbal persuasion is a third way to build and strengthen self-efficacy. When people are
verbally persuaded, they tend to develop the belief that they have the capabilities even if they
previously had self-doubts. Verbal persuasion can come in the form of words of encouragement
and support. Verbal persuasion can come from oneself, or through social models. In this phase,
success is measured by self-improvement rather than by victory or triumph over others (Bandura,
1994).
Physiological arousal enhances perceived self-efficacy, and a bad mood creates
despondency. It is not the emotional or physical emotion that is important but rather how people
perceive and interpret the situations they face. People with a high sense of self-efficacy will
interpret challenging situations as an opportunity to learn and grow. Conversely, those who have
self-doubts will view challenging situations as unfavorable. Applying these four sources is how
people create the confidence to make judgments about their capabilities and influence their
outcomes (Bandura, 1977, 1994, 1997). For this study, I examined African graduate students’
stories for evidence of these four sources of self-efficacy within the context of schooling in the
U.S.
Bandura asserts that self-efficacy influences behavior and subsequently influences
outcomes (see figure 2). A person can have a high or a low sense of efficacy. Having a high level
of efficacy means that people have an assurance in their capabilities to deal with whatever
challenges life presents to them. A high sense of efficacy fosters a high level of motivation,
academic accomplishments, enhances how people accomplish tasks and how they impact their
well-being. They view challenges, complicated tasks, and situations as things they should master
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rather than as threats to be avoided. Even when they encounter adverse circumstances, they
approach it with the assurance that they can withstand the situation and exercise control over
them. In contrast, people with low or weak self-efficacy doubt their capabilities, avoid stressful
situations, have low aspirations, are not committed to their goals, give up quickly, and do not
bounce back easily after a tough challenge. Consequently, no matter the field of endeavor people
are involved in, they can either grow their self-efficacy through personal agency, proxy agency
(through other people), and a collective agency or they can lose faith in their capabilities
(Bandura, 1994, 1997, 2002).
Self-efficacy in Cross-cultural Settings and Forms of Agency
Self-efficacy has been explored in different fields of endeavor beyond the field of
psychology where it originated (Gökçek et al., 2014; Laurencelle & Scanlan, 2018). This theory
has been widely used in the field of higher education to study the development of self-efficacy of
students about their time in college, relationship with faculty, and academic outcomes (Alt, 2015;
Ayllón et al., 2019; Dortch, 2016; Gökçek et al., 2014; Laurencelle & Scanlan, 2018; Ramos‐
Sánchez & Nichols, 2007). Most research on self-efficacy has been done among western
cultures, with little attention given to non-western individuals and groups. Therefore, conducting
more cross-cultural research will enhance the understanding of self-efficacy in relationship to
culture (Klassen, 2004). Although, the theory of self-efficacy was premised on a white western
psychological worldview, Bandura and other researchers have used this theory in other cultural
settings (Ahn et al., 2016; Bandura, 2002; Gebregergis et al., 2020; Klassen, 2004; Zimmerman,
2000; Zimmerman et al., 1992). Given that cultures are diverse and dynamic, the interpretations
of self-efficacy will vary based on the cultural setting. Therefore, there is the need to broaden the
“scope of these cultural analyses because of globalization and cultural pluralization of societies”
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(Bandura, 2002, p. 270). In every culture, people may not have power over social conditions and
institutions but through their personal agency, proxy agency, and group action, they bring to bear
the ability to manage their lives and determine the outcomes they desire. They “have to pool
their knowledge, skills, resources, provide mutual support, form alliances, and work together to
secure what they cannot accomplish on their own” (Bandura, 2002, p. 270). To be successful in
any culture, Bandura asserts there has to be a blend of these three modes of agency: the
individual agency that relies on a person’s ability to confidently overcome obstacles, the proxy
agency that relies on other people through feedback and mentorship, and the collective mode
which relies on group action and a people’s ability to work together to overcome challenges
(Bandura, 2002). While personal self-efficacy is the most central, there has to be a blend of the
three modes of agency for anyone to achieve their desired results: the individual agency, the
proxy, and the collective mode which relies on group action (Bandura, 1977, 2002).
Self-efficacy and the African Culture
There are few studies on understanding the experiences of African college students
through the lens of self-efficacy, but there are studies that have been done that involve American
and Asian populations (Ahn et al., 2016; Alt, 2015; Bandura, 1997; Dortch, 2016; Gebregergis et
al., 2020; Klassen, 2004; Laurencelle & Scanlan, 2018). Some research studies talk about
African students and their resilience in adapting to their new environment. These studies by
African scholars suggest self-efficacy in the ways they describe the resilience of the students’
character, but they do not exactly use the word self-efficacy (Banda, 2018; Boafo-Arthur, 2014;
Boafo-Arthur et al., 2017; Constantine et al., 2005; George Mwangi et al., 2018). Self-efficacy as
a universally valued framework mirrors some of the values of the African culture. According to
Bandura (2002), a group “operates through the behavior of its members and shared beliefs”
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(Bandura, 2002, p. 271). Unlike the concept of individualism projected in western cultures
(Klassen, 2004), the collectivist nature of the African cultural community, encourages people to
achieve success; to have the belief that they can overcome whatever is thrown at them, but
should not be achieved alone (Bandura, 2002; George Mwangi et al., 2018). This is rooted in the
communal lifestyle of Africans because Africans believe in communal living and collective
responsibility (Constantine et al., 2005; George Mwangi et al., 2018). The collective effort
encourages groups to use the resources they have, to produce the results they desire. This goes in
tandem with what Bandura (1997) asserts concerning self-efficacy. First, the mastery or enactive
experiences, considered the strongest source of efficacy beliefs, provides evidence on how one
has been able to overcome challenges in the past. A person may learn through vicarious
experience because they see through observing other people that a task can be achieved.
Observing others succeed or do well, raises the chances for those doing the observation to
believe they have the capacity to succeed also. Persuasion through feedback strengthens people
to believe that a challenge can be surmounted. Self-efficacy is also determined through one’s
psychological or emotional state at any given time (Bandura, 1977, 1994, 1997). People will
always “create their environment to their liking, create styles of behavior that enable them to
realize their own desired outcomes and pass on the effective ones to others through social
modelling and other experiential means” (Bandura, 2002, p. 272). Cultural context or cultural
dimension may influence how self-efficacy impacts the life of African graduate students
studying in the US.
Perceptions of self-efficacy influences perseverance and resilience (Bandura, 1997), but
cultural dimensions have a role to play on how these are realized. While western cultures
emphasize “I” consciousness, the African culture emphasizes the “we” consciousness, which is
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known as the collective identity (Klassen, 2004, pp. 207-208). Bandura also seems to agree with
this notion of the collectivist culture when he said self-efficacy works well in collectivist
settings, because “people do not live their lives entirely autonomously, nor independently in any
society” (Bandura, 1997, p. 32). While self-efficacy as an individual is imperative, there is also
the importance of using the “personal and collective efficacy to produce effects of one’s actions”
(Bandura, 2002, p. 273). Without a robust sense of self, people will become overwhelmed easily,
and not benefit from the collective effort (Bandura, 2002). African students have shown
examples of self-confidence and resilience. For instance, an African graduate student who came
from a culture that celebrates a sense of community, travelled from her Zimbabwean community
to pursue graduate education in the US, and she had to find ways to thrive. Initially, she
struggled with her “Africanness” especially with her accent, her looks, and forming meaningful
relationships. She narrates how the “effects of the culture shock were so severe that the
disorientation unintentionally invited sympathy.” She said, she moved from the confident woman
she was back home in Zimbabwe to becoming the image of a preschooler in the US. Eventually,
through sheer determination, she was able to overcome those challenges, and went on to graduate
(Banda, 2018, p. 490).
No matter the level of efficacy that African students have, it is bound to be modified by
their immigration status, and the new environment they find themselves (Klassen, 2004). As
Bandura (2002, p. 283) put it, “cultures are no longer insular” people are constantly enmeshed in
societies that transcend cultures and national borders. Therefore, the culture of the host
environment will play a huge part in how African students navigate, adjust, and persist through
graduate school in the US. Research has it that contact and relationships with the host
communities positively influences African students’ academic experiences. These students have
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to go beyond their discomfort and uneasiness to learn a new culture, and build these much
needed relationships, if they are to adjust to their new environment (George Mwangi et al.,
2018). Grounded in this notion, Bandura (2002, p. 284) asserted the “beliefs of personal efficacy
enhance successful migratory adaptation.” However, this is not always the case because as
African students settle in, they create an environment that allows them to form communities by
looking for other African students or African faculty members who can provide some support as
they go through graduate school (Boafo-Arthur, 2014; George Mwangi et al., 2018). They do this
largely because of language and cultural differences. In Africa, older men and women act as
mentors for younger people which is why it is not surprising to see African students going out to
find mentors for themselves within the African community as they go through graduate school
(Arthur, 2000; Avoseh, 2001; Boafo-Arthur, 2014; Boafo-Arthur et al., 2017).
There is the assumption of some component of efficacy attributed to students who travel
thousands of miles to study abroad (Gebregergis et al., 2020). They come into unfamiliar
environments where they do not know anybody and then find ways to navigate their new
environment and their academic life. The self-efficacy theory was applied to this study to
investigate and understand international African graduate students’ experiences as they navigate,
adjust, and persist through graduate school within the broader U.S. In this study, this theory was
used in the context of investigating the experiences of a group of students from a different
cultural context, aside from the popular western culture on which the self-efficacy theory was
premised. Through the students’ narration of their personal experiences, persistence, and
resilience through the four sources of self-efficacy was explored in their stories. Persistence in
terms of how they continue with their studies no matter what is presented in their new
environment and what capacity they had to survive.
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While the larger theory of self-efficacy provides the macro-structure, the four sources of
self-efficacy (mastery of experiences, social models, verbal persuasion, and psychological
arousal) and three forms of agency (personal, proxy, and collective) provide the micro-structure.
In exploring the mastery of their experiences, the study investigated students’ past experiences
(whether good or bad) and how that impacted their academics and lives throughout graduate
school. Also, to know if their experiences were modeled by watching and learning from other
people within their environment and what the impact meant as they studied within the US.
Verbal persuasion as a source of self-efficacy was explored in the study to know if there was any
form of encouragement and support from within or externally through their social models (if
any). How African graduate students are perceived and interpreted their experiences will shed
light on the level of their self-efficacy. Through the study, I explored if students perceived their
experiences as an opportunity to learn and grow or if they perceived them as insurmountable
challenges.
Because the four sources of self-efficacy work in tandem with personal agency, proxy
agency, and collective mode, the study explored how students used their personal knowledge,
skills, resources, and other forms of mutual support (assuming they had it or did not have it) to
navigate their graduate studies within the US (Bandura, 1994, 1997). This is because an
appreciation of these characteristics aligns and would best explain the determination of what
level of self-efficacy students thought they possessed before coming into the US. It will also
show if there were changes in the level of their perceived self-efficacy as they began to study and
live in the US and how that perceived self-efficacy impacted their ability to remain within the
graduate program through the first year of their graduate study. Looking at the study through
this lens contributes to literature and will be one of the very few studies to understand how these
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sources of self-efficacy impact how African graduate students persist through their studies in US
schools.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore and investigate the lived experiences
of African graduate students at the master’s degree level as they navigated, adjusted and
persisted through graduate school within the broader U.S. campus using Bandura’s (1997) selfefficacy theory. Research on African students’ experiences is relatively new, even though the
study of international education in the United States has been around for more than a century
(Nadine & Aliya, 2008). Despite the growing enrollment of African graduate students in the US,
there is little research on their experiences (George Mwangi et al., 2018; Mwangi & Fries‐Britt,
2015). Telling this story of international graduate students from Africa might provide a valuable
perspective and insight to school authorities in the U.S. on the lived experiences of the students.
Despite meeting rigorous admission requirements, these students may have other issues they
have to contend with as they adjust to their academic life in the US. As earlier stated, this study
could help school authorities to better understand how to design programs and provide resources
that will improve the schooling experiences for African graduate students. The following
research questions guided the study:


What sources of self- efficacy do African international graduate students use as they
experience the transition and adjustment to college in the US?



How did mastery of experience, social models, verbal persuasion, and psychological
arousal impact the academic and nonacademic experiences of international graduate
students from Africa?
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What forms of agency (personal, proxy, collective) helped African graduate students
persist through graduate school?
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CHAPTER 2
Literature Review
The research on African immigrants and graduate students has gained momentum
recently because they have been absent from research for about four decades, both in the
consciousness of society and in research. Notwithstanding that the study of international
education in the US has existed for more than a hundred years (Arthur, 2000; Constantine et al.,
2005). The following literature review explores topics relevant to the study, including the
transition and culture shock of graduate students in US colleges and universities, cultural
identity, English language proficiency challenges, and academic and social adjustment faced by
African international graduate students in the host environment.
Transition and Culture Shock
Choosing to attend college in a foreign country is a critical time of transition in the life of
international students. This transition phase is particularly challenging because the students are
trying to make sense of and understand their new environment (Kim, 2012; Lee et al., 2014).
There are "socio-cultural issues like culture shock, customs/norms and psychological issues like
feelings of loneliness/isolation, and loss of identity" that international students must grapple with
(Kim, 2012, p. 99) as they adjust in their host environment. According to Oberg (1960), culture
shock is the feeling of discomfort exacerbated by the feeling of anxiety experienced when people
find themselves in new environments or cultures. It is like learning to live afresh, a reorientation
into understanding the cultural norms, language, and the belief system of the host community.
While some people take this as an opportunity to grow and learn, others feel anxiety and
frustration.
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Dealing with all these alone in a new environment can increase the feelings of isolation
and can be overwhelming (Hsiao-ping et al., 2015; Oberg, 1960). As feelings of
hopelessness/helplessness set in, people look for ways to cope. Some people have the attitude of
"this is my cross that I have to bear," but some live under the weight of frustration and anxiety
(Oberg, 1960, p. 179). Researchers have reported that these feelings of isolation among
international students increased because they lacked social support (Boafo-Arthur, 2014; BoafoArthur et al., 2017; Constantine et al., 2005). Oberg (1960) opined that people cope better by
finding comfort with their countrymen because of the feeling of familiarity. Recounting her
experience as an African graduate student in the US, Banda (2018), talked about feelings of
isolation and how she felt out of place in class and around American students. Her accent made it
difficult for people to interact with her, and she always had to repeat herself to be understood.
She said the only time she felt comfortable were the times she spent among other African
students who were almost non-existent in her college.
African culture emphasizes “belongingness, connectedness, community participation and
people centeredness” (Mkabela, 2005, p. 180). To do well and navigate easily in the U.S colleges
and universities, international students must strive to learn, understand the new culture, and be
willing to adjust to their new environment (Andrea, 2004; Bastien et al., 2018; George Mwangi
et al., 2018; Kim, 2012). Adjustment for international students plays a huge role in how quickly
they can fit in and succeed in U.S. higher education (Bastien et al., 2018; Kim, 2012). Until a
person has achieved satisfactory adjustment to a new culture, they cannot play their part as a
meaningful member of society (Oberg, 1960).
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Cultural Identity
Cultural identity is how people self-identify; within a local or social group that has its
own distinct culture (Constantine et al., 2005). People cleave to identity because of the sense of
belonging it gives them (Mettro-Roland, 2018). Identity here becomes important because it
influences the belongingness of individuals to an ethnic/cultural group; it affects how the
students eventually self-identify over a period of time. Cultural identity embodies the feeling of
belonging to a group, and it is a starting point for how people engage (George Mwangi, 2014;
Kumi-Yeboah, 2014; Mwangi & Fries‐Britt, 2015). Africans have several attributes and cultural
norms that differentiate them from other cultures.
To elucidate, one of the ways communities and people live interdependently in Africa is
through the kin-based structure. It is a complex web of families, villages, and communities.
There is also a lineage and clan-based grouping which shows common ancestry. This
ancestorship symbolizes social unity and identity for members of that clan or lineage. It also
provides comfort, identity, protection, a work force pool for tasks, and a sense of belonging,
particularly in difficult times. A major role for these groups is educating the younger generation
about the norms, customs, and culture of the land (George, 1994; Merriam & Ntseane, 2008).
Africans define themselves by their social obligations to the community. Everything is a
community affair, whether it is the birth of a child, or the death and burial of a community
member. There is a shared and collective responsibility and reciprocity of tasks and contributions
to help community members with what they need at every given time. It is a moral obligation
and the “African philosophy is that mutual cooperation is vital for both individual and group
survival” (George, 1994, p. 13). In African worldview, status and prestige do not come by
accumulation of wealth and property as is celebrated in other climes. One’s status and

22

recognition are increased in the community if the person shares the wealth among members of
the community and assists financially in every community project (Avoseh, 2001). Africans do
not support the individualistic, competitive mindset that is celebrated in some western countries.
Instead, the individual’s identity is only measured by their identity within the community. “To
many Africans, the dichotomy is not between the individual and community, but between the
competitive individual isolated from his or her community and the cooperative individual
enriched by community” (George, 1994, p. 12). All of these go against the American promotion
of individualism.
Socialization and education cannot be separated from the daily activities of the African
community (Avoseh, 2001). Long before western civilization came to Africa, there was
indigenous education within every community (Adeyemi & Adeyinka, 2013). Education was
considered a lifelong affair, educating the people was the duty of the older and aged community
members because Africans believe that wisdom comes from old age. The older ones “initiated”
and “indoctrinated” the younger ones into the culture of the community (Adeyemi & Adeyinka,
2013, p. 426). This also meant younger people looked up to the older ones for guidance and
direction. There were no dividing lines in terms of family ties, everyone was involved in this
educational process (Adeyemi & Adeyinka, 2013; Avoseh, 2001). There is an African proverb
that says, it takes a whole community to educate a child. Through storytelling, fables, and
proverbs, the youth are taught about the traditions, customs, norms, power dynamics, and duties
in the community. It is then the responsibility of the youth to receive the education and take their
place as members of the community (Avoseh, 2012). There was a level of freedom allowed for
the youths to express themselves if it did not violate acceptable standards of behavior within the
community. This freedom was relative depending on the culture of the community. For example,
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in western societies, youth may be allowed to speak their minds and say exactly how they feel
but in Africa, it is frowned at (Adeyemi, 2001). As already reviewed through literature, many of
the international students from Africa that come to study in the U.S. come from these complex
cultures of communal living. The individualistic culture of the U.S. is a very different experience
for African students (Klassen, 2004).
Consequently, Constantine et al. (2005) argued the identities of African international
students are potentially complex and multi-faceted. International African students' identities are
not static; therefore, they often face complex cultural identity issues (Adewale et al., 2018;
Awokoya, 2012; Merriam & Ntseane, 2008). These complex cultural identities and backgrounds
may explain why adapting to a different culture may be challenging. This may be a reason US
Higher Education Institutions (HEI) have challenges in understanding and meeting their needs.
Most universities have a monolithic understanding of international students experiences and until
they understand the differences within the groups of students, the university may never
understand how to make these students’ experiences better (Adewale et al., 2018; Awokoya,
2012; Boafo-Arthur, 2014; Mwangi & Fries‐Britt, 2015).
Acquired Racial Identity
International students from Africa are considered racial and ethnic minorities at higher
education institutions in the US. Aside from dealing with the transition to a new environment,
they have to deal with additional challenges of a “a new cultural context, language barriers, and
cross-cultural engagement with peers, faculty, and campus staff and they have to adjust to their
new status of being a racial minority” (Mwangi & Fries‐Britt, 2015, p. 18). They share similar
experiences with their African American counterparts because of the color of their skin even
though they are ethnically diverse from their African American peers. Racial identity is an
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acquired identity because African students do not think of themselves in racial terms (Mwangi,
2014; Mwangi et al., 2018; Onyenekwu, 2017). Mwangi and Fries‐Britt (2015) assert there is a
general perception that Black Americans and Black immigrants share similar experiences, but it
is important to attend to the differences in their perceptions and experiences as well. They called
it the “Black within Black” experiences of African students. African students’ Blackness in
America has a long history with political underpinnings. Many African students find themselves
in the middle of dealing with their newly acquired racial identity in the US and deal with racial
issues they never experienced in their home countries (Mwangi & Fries‐Britt, 2015, p. 16).
Research shows that even though the experiences of African students were different from
the native-born Blacks, African students experienced the same negative stereotypes, racism, and
discrimination as African American students (George Mwangi, 2014; Mwangi & English, 2017;
Mwangi & Fries‐Britt, 2015). They find themselves in obscure situations because they do not
understand the racial hierarchies in the US and therefore do not know or understand how to
navigate racism. This created a lot of frustration for African students studying in the US.
Research has also suggested that African international students had more difficulty adapting
socially and academically to their new environment than other international students because of
these issues of race, racism, and discrimination (Constantine et al., 2005; Mwangi & English,
2017; Mwangi & Fries‐Britt, 2015).
Some researchers suggest there is a link between identity and academic achievement
among international students. When African graduate students are constantly worried about how
they are perceived within their new environment, this negatively impacts their overall sense of
belonging and academic achievement (Adewale et al., 2018; Bastien et al., 2018; George
Mwangi et al., 2018; Mettro-Roland, 2018). Awokoya (2012, p. 256) suggested that educators at
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HEIs in the U.S should be "attuned to the identity challenges students do encounter and gain the
necessary skills to sensitively and authentically address the cultural and educational experiences
of African youth." This, he stated, will help the adaptation and progress of these students. As
host communities understand these groups of students better, they can foster intercultural
relations among international students and their host communities (Onyenekwu, 2017). Based on
the current terrain in U.S. politics, it is important that international students feel they belong in
the body of students in US schools (George Mwangi et al., 2018).
Language Challenges
International graduate students whose first language is not English are likely to have
more challenges in adjusting to a new curriculum, academic expectations, and class participation
than native English speakers (Gatwiri, 2015; Kumi-Yeboah, 2014). Some of these challenges
also come from not understanding American “slangs, accents, idioms, and lacking conversational
English skills” (Kuo, 2011, p. 38). Without addressing these issues, it may affect a student's
ability to socialize and perform well academically (Gatwiri, 2015). Language proficiency is an
integral part of the acculturation process for non-native English speaking international graduate
students (Gatwiri, 2015; Kuo, 2011). Language proficiency is significant for graduate-level
writing and classroom interactions (Kuo, 2011). International students must write standardized
tests as part of their admission requirements into US graduate schools. Students who had written
and gotten high scores in these standardized tests found out that such tests “may not measure the
language dimensions that are important for living and academic purposes” (Xu, 1991, p. 559).
Beyond the spoken part of the language, there are socio-cultural differences that play into
language. Language use tells a lot about a person's culture, encompasses subjectivities and
perceptions, which may interfere with how a person creates meaning in their new environment
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(Andrade, 2016; Schmidt & Gannaway, 2007). Language proficiency in reading, writing, oral
comprehension, and speaking are all different facets of language acquisition. Language
proficiency challenges are more pronounced in graduate school mainly because graduate
programs require more rigor in significant capstone writing such as a thesis or a project with
more intensive writing expectations (Ravichandran et al., 2017). Some graduate majors are also
more demanding in terms of language proficiency than others. Those in the social sciences are
required to show better English proficiency than those in engineering because of the extensive
paper writing required of those in social sciences (Kuo, 2011; Ravichandran et al., 2017).
In a study conducted at a southern university in the US via a structured online survey
comprised of 152 international graduate student respondents produced some interesting findings.
Students in the social sciences reported more difficulty, as there was so much material to cover
in terms of reading and writing. The findings and results from the overall study showed the
English language challenges faced by the students were mainly listening comprehension and oral
proficiency. Difficulties encountered in understanding lectures were due to the accent and the
speed at which the professors talked. Another possible reason provided for these communication
challenges was how students learned English in their home country. Many of the students
received their first degrees from home countries where English was the language of instruction.
The listening challenge being that these students were not able to understand the lectures in
classes because of how fast the lecturers talked and were not bold enough to ask questions or ask
the lecturers to repeat what has been said before (Kuo, 2011). Low language proficiency affects
the academic performance of international graduate students (Kuo, 2011; Owens, 2003; Xu,
1991). To do well in their new environment, international graduate students must make some
adjustments, and these among so many other things involve getting acquainted with the new
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educational system and being fluent in the language of the host country (Halic et al., 2009;
Kagan & Cohen, 1990). There are international students from regions where English was not the
language of instruction in their home schools; this becomes a massive issue in fitting into U.S.
campuses and doing well academically (George Mwangi et al., 2018; Ming, 1991).
Some scholars have said that English language proficiency relates strongly to social
academic adaptation and lowers the academic difficulties of the students (Gatwiri, 2015; Perrucci
& Hu, 1995). According to George Mwangi et al. (2018), international graduate students are
often reluctant to participate in class discussions because of their mother tongue inflections,
accents, and limited English proficiency. They socialized more with each other than with their
American counterparts, mainly because they felt other international students understood them
better with issues of the language barrier and differences. This is counterproductive because they
need to interact with their American counterparts if they are to overcome their language barrier.
This "perceived limited English language proficiency can negatively affect the students' sense of
belonging" (George Mwangi et al., 2018, p. 2). The issue for these international graduate
students and their graduate school experiences may be that they come to the US under the
impression they have enough English proficiency to perform well, when in fact, they do not.
There may also be different levels of language challenges since international students are
not a homogenous group, and so the language needs may differ (George Mwangi et al., 2018;
Kuo, 2011). Historical antecedents show the influence of colonization on how proficient some
African students are with speaking and understanding the English language (Kumi-Yeboah,
2014). For instance, as countries colonized by Britain, the people of Nigeria and Ghana have
some English language proficiency, as English is the language of instruction in schools for both
countries (Awokoya, 2012; Boafo-Arthur, 2014; Boafo-Arthur et al., 2017; Constantine et al.,
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2005). These students come with some level of English, but they must get accustomed to
American English otherwise, they struggle (George Mwangi et al., 2018). This may contribute to
their feelings of discomfort in interacting with American students or asking questions in a
classroom setting (Boafo-Arthur, 2014; Kumi-Yeboah, 2014). Prior schooling experiences in
home countries may or may not have equipped them for study in their new environment. Some
of these experiences do not encourage students to ask for help if they are struggling academically
So, rather than ask for help from their fellow American students or professors, they would
instead try to figure it out themselves or seek help from other African students (Andrea, 2004;
Banda, 2018; Constantine et al., 2005; Kumi-Yeboah, 2014).
International Graduate Students’ Academic and Social Experiences
The academic and social life of graduate students is intricately intertwined (Perrucci &
Hu, 1995). With so many international students coming from educational backgrounds that are
different from the U.S. type of education, there will be pedagogical differences. Beyond the
differences in ways of educating, the U.S. pedagogy such as classroom discussions, oral
presentations (fast speakers with strong American accents), use of technology, group projects,
ways of expressions, English proficiency, classroom behavior, and even ways of grading and
assigning scores is different from other climes (Banda, 2018; George Mwangi et al., 2018;
Kumi-Yeboah, 2014; Kuo, 2011; Van der Berg, 2018). The classroom behavior is different both
for the teacher and the students. Such simple things as raising the hand to be acknowledged by
the professor before they are called upon to speak because interrupting a conversation without
being called upon would seem rude. The professor in U.S. schools is more like a facilitator of
knowledge, someone who steers the students to think critically about concepts and problems and
encourages students to be a part of their learning (Constantine et al., 2005; Ravichandran et al.,
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2017). For international graduate students to do well academically in their new environment,
they must find ways to close the pedagogy gaps in learning and participation in the classroom.
Most international graduate students come with apparent academic goals, but they arrive
in the US and must deal with how their social lives might be also (Andrea, 2004). This is the
reason the adjustment process is not a linear one; it is multi-dimensional (Adewale et al., 2018;
Bastien et al., 2018; Kim, 2012). They must learn how to navigate the academic and social life in
their new environment. Part of that navigation has to do with knowing how to interact with
people from the host community and make friends with fellow students who are Americans. By
intentionally making friends, they expand their social circle of influence both in and outside of
the classroom (Perrucci & Hu, 1995). Andrea (2004, p. 671) asserted “research has shown that
international students’ social network with American students positively influences international
students’ academic experiences.” Academic adjustment for international graduate students
requires interactions with students from the host community, as this could play a role in how
quickly they can fit in and succeed in U.S. schools (Bastien et al., 2018; George Mwangi et al.,
2018). Part of that strategy is for international students to become a vital part of the host
community by making friends with native English-speaking students. This helps them to learn
the host culture quickly and form social groups and friendships (Gatwiri, 2015; Wang &
BrckaLorenz, 2018).
Social support from American universities is essential for African students. Research has
shown that in graduate education, strong relationships with faculty helps improve the educational
outcomes for students. International students, specifically African students, experience less
faculty mentoring when compared to white students (George Mwangi, 2014; George Mwangi et
al., 2018; Mwangi & English, 2017; Wang & BrckaLorenz, 2018). According to Perrucci and Hu
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(1995, p. 492), “students who have expressed satisfaction with their academic and their social
life in the community have succeeded in overcoming the stress associated with the demands of
being a student and a sojourner.” Again, a good academic and social experience will help
students become effective learners, and this might lead to an easier adaptative process.
In conclusion, the reviewed literature explored such areas as the transition, culture shock
and adjustments that African graduate students experience, the cultural identity of students
within the context of their new environment, acquired racial identity of African students against
the backdrop of how they define themselves, social and academic experiences, and the language
challenges that some may have to grapple with while getting an education in the U.S. A
qualitative study of African graduate students gives the opportunity for personal constructions of
students’ experiences. A paucity of qualitative studies related to African graduate students’
experiences necessitated the need for this research approach. In Chapter three, I discuss the
research design, data collection plan, and the analysis of data.
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CHAPTER 3
Research Design
The research design is the logical blueprint for a study and provides the foundation for a
sound study (Yin, 2016). The research design provides the structure for how to conduct the
study, collect, and analyze data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The design is a plan to help achieve
the purpose for which the study is intended and to answer the research questions that have been
identified (Patton, 2015). The study used a basic qualitative interpretive design. The rationale for
this qualitative method is because it seeks to explore and investigate the participant perspectives
and their lived experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The approach to the research design
selected was appropriate for this type of study because it examined the students' lived
experiences, self-efficacy, and its influence in the lives of international African graduate students
studying in the U.S.
Participant Selection/Sampling
In this basic interpretive qualitative research, purposeful sampling was used because it
allowed for identifying participants with experiences that was rich and most relevant to the topic
of study (Patton, 2015). For this study, the participants were African graduate students studying
in the U.S., who had at least completed two semesters toward their master’s degree. The reason
for this was to establish they had spent at least two semesters in the US and have some lived
experiences to talk about, this created the context for sharing their experiences (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016; Patton, 2015).
To reach the participants, I worked with the Office of Planning and Analysis at the
Royale Ville University (pseudonym). The request for information on the participants was from
the Office of Planning and Analysis. This department helped and continues to help student
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researchers with information that identifies a person (such as their name, age, mailing address,
email address, and country of citizenship). I got this information by completing the "Personal
Identifiable Data Request Form." This form helped with specific information I needed such as
the program of study, year of study, gender, age, and country of citizenship of the study’s
participants. For fall 2020, the university had 28 graduate students from the continent of Africa
enrolled and pursuing a master’s degree.
Additionally, given the small number of potential participants, all of them were sent an
initial email inviting them to participate in the study. The email contained the title of the
research, the reason for selection to partake in the study, assurance of confidentiality of all
identifiers, and my personal information through which I could be reached if students indicated
interest in being part of the study or if they had questions. The initial email contact to
participants is included in Appendix A. This effort resulted in six African graduate students who
agreed to participate in the study.
When the survey did not produce enough participants, a snowball or chain referral
sampling was also employed. This means that new participants were selected as an offshoot of
already identified participants (Yin, 2016). There were international African graduate students
who referred or suggested the names of other African graduate students (Patton, 2015). An
additional four graduate students agreed to participate.
There were eleven students who initially indicated interest in the study, but one person
cancelled. The 11th participant reached out to me to say he would not continue with the interview
because he was not comfortable with sharing his experiences. I thanked him for his time and
took his name off the list of the study participants. Thus, I interviewed 10 graduate participants
from four (4) African countries. There were five (5) Nigerians, three (3) Kenyans, one (1) Ivory
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Coast (Cote d’Ivoire), and one (1) Moroccan graduate students respectively. The one student
who cancelled was a Nigerian graduate student.
Data Collection Plan
Qualitative interviews were the source of data for this study. In-depth interviews were
conducted with individual participants (Marshall & Rossman, 2011; Yin, 2016). Interviews with
participants gave me a better insight into their lived experiences (Patton, 2015). It included a mix
of open-ended and less structured interview questions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Patton, 2015).
Each interview was what Patton (2015) called the one-point-in- time approach, which
involved one interview per person. The rationale for this type of interview was to focus on
getting in-depth descriptive answers to questions. The interviews were semi-structured, with
open-ended descriptive protocol questions constructed in line with the overarching research
questions (Patton, 2015). Questions asked helped to understand participant’s experiences during
the transition and adjustments at a U.S. university using the self-efficacy framework. Also, I
investigated what their expectations were before coming to the US, and if their experiences
matched their expectations. The duration of the interview ranged from 60 to 90 minutes.
The interview sessions were slightly different for this study because of the unique
situation the COVID-19 pandemic created for in person, face-to-face interactions. Each
interview was conducted using an online videoconferencing program (Zoom). The choice of the
videoconferencing program was to avoid any physical contact with participants in order to
mitigate the spread of the COVID-19 virus. Each participant was interviewed once which was
recorded with their permission so that every word was captured during the interview interactions.
There was plenty of notetaking and writing as well. The gentle probing technique was employed
to get the best responses. As Merriam and Tisdell (2016) put it, this practice ensured that
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everything said was preserved for analysis. The interview protocol and questions are included in
Appendix B.
Analysis and Interpretation of Data
Established and proven practices of collecting and analyzing qualitative data was
followed throughout the study. The goal of data analysis is for the researcher to make sense of
the data that has been gathered; otherwise, the whole process would be futile (Lapan et al.,
2012). Data was analyzed by writing the findings thematically based on what emerged from the
data organically. The unit of analysis were entities studied and the relationship between them
(Lapan et al., 2012). The units of analysis in this study were the African graduate students and
the US university they attended. Marshall and Rossman (2011) talk about the importance of
spending some time to organize the data before the process of formal analysis. The first thing I
did after collecting the data through interviews was to transcribe the recordings verbatim so that
nothing was lost (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
I used a transcription software, (Otter AI) to transcribe the interviews but I also had to go
in to clean up the data. After that, I read through the entire document before unitizing the data,
that is, taking them apart. Individual responses were analyzed in order to summarize what was
said by each participant (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). In this way, I became immersed in the
data. Being immersed in the data meant reading and rereading my transcripts until I became
intimate with my data. This practice helped me to ensure that I did not miss any important part of
the data during the process of initial analysis. In qualitative research, this is not an option as
there is no other way to become immersed in the data without going through the data over and
over again (Marshall & Rossman, 2011).
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I collected and analyzed the data simultaneously, which is consistent with qualitative
methods, whereby collection and analysis of data typically occurs simultaneously (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016). An advantage of doing the collection and analysis simultaneously is the ability to
compare notes in the process of the research work. Notes between the first interview and the
other interviews helped me become better at asking my questions. Deciphering how to ask my
questions better and reflecting on my work made my study more effective as I collected data and
helped me better conduct the subsequent round of interviews. This also enabled me to ask
follow-up questions based on previous interviews. As an iterative process, I continued to
organize and refine my data as I progressed in the study (Patton, 2015).
Analysis Process
This section covers the systematic analysis of data, the sorting and organization of the
data collected from all the interviews. Then, I described some of the steps I took with an
understanding that this was an iterative process: unitized the data, entered data into the
spreadsheet, identified themes and patterns, developed a coding scheme, coded the data, moved
from codes to themes/categories and finally moved the themes/categories to findings.
Unitizing the Data
Before I started with unitizing the data, I read and reread my transcripts to intimate
myself with the data. The data from a qualitative study, such as this, is usually voluminous, it
was vital to break the document into segments once the transcription was completed (Marshall &
Rossman, 2011). According to Merriam and Tisdell (2016), each segment is a unit of data which
will help to shed light on how the research questions supports the intent of the original study.
The units of data were reviewed simultaneously during the collection of data. Researchers should
not wait until all data has been collected to start this process.
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Enter the Data into Microsoft Excel Spreadsheet
Once I cleaned up all the transcriptions and unitized the data, I then put the data in a
digital format and uploaded to a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet to facilitate data management and
analysis (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). While computer programs do not analyze the data, they
provide features that make it easier for data analysis. The initial steps to identifying themes was
done using key words, labels, or codes (Creswell, 2015).
Identify Themes and Patterns
As described earlier, the first thing I did with all the recorded interviews was to transcribe
verbatim. Thereafter, I uploaded the interviews to the transcription software, I read the
transcripts again to clean up errors and to ensure I captured everything correctly. Reading the
transcript again afforded me the opportunity to start identifying themes and patterns. These were
my preliminary ideas. These early ideas were later worked over, reduced, collapsed, and
expanded as I got deeper into my analysis. Themes, which can also be referred to as categories,
not only helped in answering the primary research questions but helped in a thorough
understanding of the study's phenomenon (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Developing these themes
reached a saturation point when all the major themes were identified, and there was no new
information to add to the already created themes (Creswell & Creswell, 2017; Creswell, 2007).
Develop a Coding Scheme
Coding, according to Creswell (2015), is the process of “segmenting and labeling text to
form descriptions and broad themes in the data” (p. 243). The coding was approached by using
codes that emerged organically from the data.
Code the data. The coding process helped to make sense of the data and I assigned names
to the segments (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). I assigned “a short hand designation to various
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aspects of the data so that you can easily retrieve specific pieces of the data” (Merriam & Tisdell,
2016, p. 199). Rereading and recoding the data helped to further collapse broader themes, I
examined codes that overlapped or were redundant. This inductive process helped to narrow the
data into specific and useful themes (Creswell, 2015). Through this iterative process, some main
segments birthed other sub-segments within the data.
Move from Codes to Themes/Categories
I constantly compared one piece of data to another during coding which helped generate
overarching themes and categories. This happened through prolonged engagement with the data
and as different categories emerged, patterns expressed by participants were noted and then put
in the same category to form major ideas in the data base (Creswell, 2015; Marshall & Rossman,
2011).
Move from Themes/Categories to Findings
This is the story telling part of the whole study. This process moved from categories and
themes to offering interpretations of what was learned from the data. According to Marshall and
Rossman (2011), “interpretation brings meaning and coherence to the themes, patterns and
categories, developing linkages and a story line that makes sense and is engaging to read” (p.
219). As Patton (2015) put it, the responses of the participants provided both meaning and
significance to the findings of the study.
Research Quality
Research quality has to do with the confidence put in how research work was conducted,
and the rigor applied to the whole process of collection, analysis, and interpretation of data
(Krefting, 1991). I used the research methodology suitable for basic qualitative research. Lincoln
and Guba's (1985) framework of trustworthiness were employed to ensure the quality of this
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research work. Assuring the trustworthiness of a qualitative study means making a case that the
study is “worth paying attention to” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 290). Yin (2016, p. 86) talks
about the importance of building trustworthiness in research, trustworthiness being the ability to
“explicitly and methodologically report how a researcher went about making selections, the
challenges encountered, and how the researcher overcame such challenges.” Strategies that
ensure trustworthiness in a research study are credibility, dependability, transferability, and
confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Credibility
Credibility is an essential factor in establishing trustworthiness (Shenton, 2004).
Credibility is the ability to link the results of a study to reality and to establish the truth value of
the study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Patterson, 2020). Achieving credibility in a research work
requires that the research is done in an ethical manner (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Strategies that
were used to ensure credibility in this study are triangulation, member checking, and peer
reviewing. Triangulation is a process of using evidence from different types of data, or methods
of data collection in qualitative research (Creswell, 2015). In this study, I used triangulation by
comparing the data from the study’s participants who are international graduate students from
African countries. Additionally, I used related literature to triangulate my findings.
Member checking is a strategy used to check for the accuracy of a transcript, especially
after an interview. Participants were asked to read a transcript after I was done with transcription
to ensure that the exact words or sentences used during the interview were adequately captured.
Member checking ensured the transcribed interviews captured what the participants said.
Member checking was done to rule out the possibility of misunderstanding or misinterpretations
of what participants said during the interview (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). These strategies are
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used in qualitative research to avoid misinterpretations and to ensure that the findings of a study
are accurate (Patton, 2015).
Using a peer debriefer during the coding and analysis processes was a great procedure in
ensuring the credibility of this research. Creswell (2015) recommends that an outsider do an
external audit after the study is completed. This, he said, should be done by someone outside the
project, a person who reviews and evaluates the study, then submits an unbiased report. This
practice increases the credibility of a research study. I had a colleague who acted as a peer
debriefer for this study. We met bi-weekly, she constantly examined my methodology and data
analysis and provided constructive feedback. Patton (2015) encourages that assessing alternative
conclusions and alternative explanations are good practice for qualitative research. This is to
dispel the thoughts that a researcher may have shaped the findings based on their own biases.
Dependability
Dependability establishes the process of consistency in a study. According to Merriam
and Tisdell (2016), it is also called reliability in qualitative research. Lincoln and Guba (1985)
liken dependability to an audit process because it takes an in-depth look at and examines the data
collection process, the analysis, and findings. All segments of the study have been supported by
data, so as I progressed in my study, I continuously ensured that I was consistent in the way that
I linked my findings and analysis to my data. This allowed consistency in the data I collected,
my analysis, and my interpretation. Dependability and confirmability can be determined
concurrently (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Confirmability
Confirmability has to do with objectivity in a research study, which is why I was aware
of the bias that I brought into the research. This is established by having a “confirmability audit”
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(Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 318). A confirmability audit is ensuring there is rigor in the process of
data collection, findings, and interpretations. My interviews were consistent in the way I asked
my questions and collected data from the participants. I transcribed the interviews and ensured
that the review of the literature was relevant to my study. Per Lincoln and Guba (1985), the two
other techniques that help with the confirmability audit are triangulation and keeping a reflexive
journal, which I discuss below.
Transferability
Transferability means providing the rich and detailed description of a study in a way that
enables someone interested in the study to determine if the results can be transferred to their
context (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Transferability is also referred to as “external validity and
concerns the extent the findings of a study can be applied to other situations” (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016, p. 253). It was my responsibility to provide the detailed description of my work
using ample citations from literature and quotations from my participants to support my findings.
And, I provided the rich description of how the study was conducted, as well as what protocols
were followed to ensure it is of a high quality. Like I stated earlier, I conducted this research
because I hope that the study will add to the body of knowledge within the field of international
education and help colleges, and international students' offices across the U.S. to provide
programs and services that will improve the lived experiences of international African graduate
students studying in the U.S.
Reflexivity and Positionality
Since the research involved interviews and inquiries into people’s past experiences, many
of which were similar to my own, I was self-reflective throughout the process of the research
work. I created a journal titled, "reflection journal;" this helped me to reflect on the things I was
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learning throughout the research process. This journal included information about my plan for
the study, logistics, methodological decisions, and other information that assisted with my data
analysis. It also helped in “stimulating critical thinking about what I see and penning down my
thoughts brought clarity to my analysis” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, pp. 197-198). Marshall and
Rossman (2011) agree that when a researcher writes down their thoughts on how the data is
coming together, it helps to “easily identify gaps and questions and to stay thoughtfully
immersed in the data” (Marshall & Rossman, 2011, p. 213). Engaging in this reflexivity or selfawareness also enabled me critique objectively (Krefting, 1991). The importance of positionality
as a vital component in a qualitative study cannot be overemphasized (Deianira & Sam, 2006).
Who I am and how I carried out this study was reflected in my interpretations based on my own
lived experiences (Creswell, 2007). Being the primary researcher in this study entailed a critical
self-reflection throughout the different stages of the study. In essence, it explained how I was
affected by the research process (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Below, I give a brief overview of
my positionality as an African international graduate student, which includes my experiences,
biases, assumptions, and how they may come to bear in my study (Deianira & Sam, 2006).
I am an African woman from the West African country of Nigeria. At the young age of
five, I was enrolled into the public-school system in Nigeria. My parents did not have the
opportunity to get an education because both were from very poor homes and their parents could
not afford an education for them. My parents did their best with very limited means to ensure all
their children got some level of education. My parents consistently told me that if I wanted a
good life, a life better than the one they had provided me, then I must read, take my studies
seriously, and finish school. My parents believed that education would enable me get good jobs,
provide for myself, and do better in life. I graduated with a BA in Theatre Arts from the
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University of Nigeria. After college, I taught in a school (K-12) and after that, I took up a job in
a non-profit organization and worked specifically with youths, girls, and women. It was in this
role that I discovered the power of education in changing a person’s life. Being a first-generation
student in a Nigerian home, I knew that getting an education would empower me, help break the
cycle of poverty in my family, give me the opportunity for a level playing ground, and help me
inspire the younger generation of Nigerian girls.
Coming to the U.S. changed a lot of things for me, I came for my graduate studies with 3
young children. Juggling full-time motherhood, being a full-time student, and having a part-time
job in a foreign country is not a walk in the park. There have been challenges and obstacles, and
there are some days that I felt so overwhelmed, but I constantly found reasons to not give up.
Apart from inspiring my two daughters, I would love to continue to teach and lend my voice to
advocating for access to education for minoritized populations. I graduated with a master’s
degree in public administration and a graduate certificate in non-profit management from a
higher institution in the U.S. before I enrolled into the Educational Leadership Doctoral program.
I came into the Educational Leadership program with very high hopes and expectations on how
the doctoral program will empower me to “fix the educational problems” not only in Nigeria but
all over Africa. While I know that I may not change the world, I am looking forward to being a
part of the change that I want to see.
One of the startling experiences for me as a Nigerian student studying in the U.S. is the
awareness about the issue of race. Growing up in Nigeria, my “blackness” was never an issue
because we never talked or related with one another along racial lines. In Nigeria, there are only
conversations and interrelations along ethnic/tribal affiliations within our different cultures, it
was never about race. As was discussed earlier, this is an acquired identity which has impacted
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me in different ways. Some people assume that I am an African American even without asking.
There is an assumption of my race until I clearly tell them I am not African American. This has
affected the way I have been perceived and treated in certain spaces. So many times, my
intelligence has been called into question, I have been ignored or invalidated but I have also
experienced kindness from unsuspecting quarters. To some people, I am not black enough
because I am not part of the origin and struggle of native-born African Americans. There is also
the open hostility because of certain sentiments voiced by some people. One common one is
“you have come to take our jobs from us.” Sometimes, the feeling is that of a “misfit,” but I
would think that coming here as an adult may have helped in the way I have handled some of
these issues.
During the course of conducting my study, I moved from being a graduate student to a
professional. I became a higher education professional grounded in the field of public
administration. In this position, I became aware of the dynamics of power and privilege that my
new position gave me. I did not have to worry about some of the things I had to deal with as an
international African graduate student for example, maintaining my immigration status, and
thinking about certain fees that international African students must grapple with. This allowed
me to focus on the task at hand; finishing my dissertation. Also, other two most important
changes were, first, my immigration status changed. I now had the work visa which allowed me
to work full time. I moved from earning stipends to a salary. This impacted positively on my
finances, I did not have to worry about meeting up with my monthly bills. My disposition to life
and my academics as an international African student changed. I became much more
concentrated on my dissertation and finishing up. This also brought to the forefront an awareness
about the financial challenges that African students face and how it impacts their academics.

44

Also, being in the discipline of public administration gave me the unique opportunity to
view my study through a policy lens. As a policy analyst, we deal with numbers, but I was
careful to concentrate on the voice of my participants. To fully understand their experiences, and
to tell their stories. Also, I started thinking about the policy implications of my study to the field
of higher education. While I was aware of these changes, I was careful through my reflections
not to allow my new positon color the way I approached my data collection and analysis.
Being an international graduate student is a good thing for the study, but it also puts me
in a position where I must be neutral so that I do not sway the study in my direction. This is
because, as the researcher and sole inquirer, being aware of who I am and stating it in my study
helps my readers understand where I am coming from as a researcher, and it lends some
credibility to the study (Nazneen & Sultan, 2014). I kept a journal throughout the process of the
research to document and take notes. I consciously continued to self-reflect throughout the study
so that my personality would not come in the way of the study. This practice ensured that I was
acutely aware of my biases and that my experiences did not affect my data collection, analysis
and interpretation of data (Patton, 2015).

Ethical Considerations
In this study, I interacted with people (participants); therefore, before any kind of
interactions with them, my application to conduct the research was reviewed and approved with
the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at Royale Ville University. I received permission from the
participants and obtained written consent from them (See Appendix C for consent form). Issues
about the confidentiality of participants, protection of their data, and the integrity of the research
were all covered with the IRB approval, but I also informed my participants about this vital
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information. I was professional in my dealings with participants starting from the first email
contact (See Appendix A for initial email contact).
Before the day scheduled for the online interview, I sent out the consent form and got
their informed consent. On the day of the interview, I asked for their consent before I started
recording. I explained the purpose of the study, my data collection methods, and let them know
they could decline to answer any question that made them uncomfortable. I let them know the
interview was voluntary, and they could choose to discontinue at any time during the interview
without repercussions. I assured them of confidentiality and the protection of the raw data even
after the conclusion of the research. During the transcription, I took out every personal
identifying marker, provided pseudonyms for each participant, and stored the transcription
document in my password protected computer so no one can access the document. In the next
chapter, I discuss the findings from the study.
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CHAPTER 4
Findings
The purpose of this study was to examine African international graduate students' lived
experiences, their self-efficacy, and its influence in their lives while studying in the U.S.
Participants shared about their experiences of living and attending graduate school in the
Midwestern U.S. They all were attending the Royale Ville University, a public institution
situated in a Midwestern city that has a population of 390,000 people. The setting of the
university is urban and it has an enrollment of over 15,000 students with a total of 14% who are
international students. The race/ethnic composition of students at the end of the 2020 academic
year was 60.1% white, 10% Hispanic, 5.2% black, and 6.7% as other.
During the interviews, participants talked about their preconceived notions of what they
thought the U.S. was like, they discussed their educational experiences but also talked about their
dreams and aspirations for life after graduate school. Each participant was open during their
interview about their experiences before and after they arrived in the U.S. They spoke about their
family members back home, families in the U.S., about losses, studies, transition, culture,
challenges, wins, and most importantly, the opportunity to study in the U.S.
The findings chapter is divided into five parts. The first section introduces the
participants, their demographics, and why they chose a U.S. university. The second section
addresses their transition. The next section continues with the challenges they faced while
attending graduate school and living in the U.S. and how they handled those challenges. The
third section talks about support from family members and other communities. The fourth
section presents advice they would give to other African graduate students planning to come
study in the U.S. while the fifth section talks about suggested changes for the future.
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Participant Demographics
For the research, 10 participants were recruited. Six people volunteered to be a part of the
research from the original survey that was sent out, while four people were recruited through the
snowball sampling method. Data for the study was collected from these 10 individuals through
interviews which were conducted via Zoom. The participants were international African graduate
students from four countries (Kenya, Nigeria, Ivory Coast, and Morocco) pursuing their master’s
degree at Royale Ville University in the Midwestern U.S. Their ages ranged from 26- 42 years
old. Six participants had family members who lived in the U.S. and four did not. Three of the
participants identified as married, and the other seven said they were single. There were three
females and seven male participants. They were all at different levels in their programs and were
pursuing their graduate degrees in three different colleges namely: Engineering (5), School of
Business (4) and Liberal Arts and Sciences (1). They all spoke English as a second language,
because they all had other languages and local dialects. The participants spoke the following
languages:


Kenya- Swahili, Luo, English



Nigeria- Hausa, Lelna, Yoruba, Edo, and English



Ivory Coast- French and English



Morocco- French, Arabic, and English

Table 1 below is a tabular representation of the participants (pseudonyms were used for
confidentiality).
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Table 1
Participant Demographics
Pseudonym

Gender

Age
30

Marital
Status.
Married

Family Country
in U.S.
Yes
Kenya

Fatol

Male

Nadal
Mijina
Lywaru
Chalor
Ayende
Ake
Emete

Male
Male
Female
Female
Male
Male
Male

42
26
32
32
29
28
24

Married
Single
Single
Married
Single
Single
Single

Yes
Yes
No
Yes
Yes
No
No

Lekan
Fatimah

Male
Female

26
26

Single
Single

Yes
No

Nigeria
Nigeria
Kenya
Kenya
Nigeria
Nigeria
Ivory Coast
(Cote
d’Ivoire)
Nigeria
Morocco

Program of Study
Liberal Arts and
Sciences
School of Business
Engineering
Engineering
School of Business
Engineering
School of Business
Engineering

Engineering
School of Business

Meet the Participants
Fatol is a first-year graduate student from Kenya, an Eastern African country. Speaking
excitedly about his family’s heritage, he said “I come from Kenya and Kenya has 43 tribes and I
happen to come from the second most populated tribe that is the Luo community in Kenya. I
come from the third largest city which is called Kisumu.” Fatol also talked about his large family
of four brothers and one sister. He was quick to mention that as a family, they suffered the loss
of their eldest brother in 2013 which devastated the whole family. He said that loss brought them
closer as a family. Fatol earned his undergraduate degree in Kenya but decided to come to the
U.S. for graduate studies. He is studying for his master’s in Public Administration. He is married
and his wife is also earning her master’s in Business Administration from the same higher
education institution. Fatol has family members who have lived in the U.S. for over 30 years.
Fatol intends to spend some years getting work experience in the U.S. and earn a doctoral degree
before returning to Kenya.
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Nadal is a first-year graduate student in supply chain management and logistics with the
School of Business. He is from the northern part of Nigeria, a western African country, and grew
up in a large family. Nadal shared that his parents sacrificed so much to provide the opportunities
he enjoys today. He said, “But they fought hard to go to school, my dad was the first person to
go to school in his family and my mom is also a graduate.” Nadal was a working professional in
Nigeria before he decided to return to graduate school in the U.S. He was admitted to study in
the U.S. a year prior but deferred because he wanted to save enough money to pay for his tuition.
Nadal says family means a lot to him. Nadal is married and has a three-year-old daughter. Nadal
has a younger brother who resides in the U.S., who earned both his master’s degree and Ph.D.
from a college in the U.S. Nadal plans to bring his family over to the U.S. to join him while he
completes his program. He intends to gain some work experience in the U.S. after he has
completed his studies.
Mijina is a second-year graduate student from western Nigeria. He is working towards his
master’s degree in computer science in the College of Engineering. He comes from a small
close-knit family with two of his siblings also earning their degrees from U.S. colleges. His
parents never failed to let him know that they believed in the power of education and decided
that their children would get the best education. He believed, “Coming to the U.S., I will have
access to the best education possible in the entire world. I will have a first-hand experience and
an opportunity to proceed and improve my career.” His dream is to one day go into politics,
become an entrepreneur who will provide job opportunities for people in Nigeria. He said he
would like to work after his graduate study, this would enable him to get some work experience
and make some money.
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Lywaru is a first-year graduate student from Kenya who is attaining her master’s in
Industrial Systems and Manufacturing Engineering. She was initially admitted to study
Aerospace Engineering but after a semester, she changed her major. According to her “I looked
at the market and how the aviation industry was going, I decided to change to Industrial Systems
and Manufacturing Engineering.” Lywaru earned her bachelor’s degree from a Russian
university on a government funded scholarship and spent six years studying in Russia. She
returned to Kenya after her studies in Russia because, as she put it, “It was mandated that you
must go back to your country of origin and serve for at least two years before you decide to do
anything else.” After her two-year stay in Kenya, Lywaru applied to graduate schools in the U.S.
and Canada but decided to come to the U.S. The decision to come to the U.S. was a difficult one
for her, she said “I had mixed feelings, I was scared at first because I was leaving a very wellpaying job to come and be a student, but the act of wanting higher education was more than the
feeling of losing the salary.” Lywaru’s life changed and took a new turn because during her first
semester of study in the U.S., she was diagnosed with cancer. Lywaru went through months of
chemotherapy which caused her so much pain, but she continued to attend lectures while going
through treatments. Lywaru is getting better every day. She said she would get some work
experience in the U.S. after her graduate studies.
Chalor is a first-year graduate student from a large family in Kenya. She is pursuing a
master’s degree from the School of Business alongside her husband. Chalor first applied to
attend college in the U.S. in 2009, but she was denied a visa. She said, “The same day I was
denied a visa, I found admission letter from one of the best universities in East Africa.” She
enrolled in the East African University and completed her bachelor’s degree there. After her first
degree in Kenya, Chalor applied for graduate school to the U.S., and she was admitted into a
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graduate program. She started the immigration process, applied to the American Embassy
Consulate in Kenya, but was again denied a visa. She continued to try but the situation did not
change. She said, “I decided to try one more time, the second time I was denied, I tried the third
time, I was denied the third time. And then the fourth time, I got it.” She said that experience
taught her never to give up on her dream. Chalor oversaw her family’s business before she
moved to the U.S. for graduate studies. She is pursuing a Master’s in Business Administration
(MBA). Her dream is to graduate with an MBA, and get a PhD from the U.S., before returning to
Kenya to grow and expand her family’s business. Concerning the PhD, she said “back in Africa,
the PhD is different, not many people have it, I just want to stand out.” For an African woman,
earning a Ph.D., especially from a U.S. university, is considered a big deal.
Ayende is a second-year graduate student from the southern part of Nigeria. He is
pursuing his master’s degree in Aerospace Engineering. Ayende studied aeronautic engineering
in Nigeria and worked for two years before he decided to apply for graduate studies in the U.S.
He comes from a closely knit family and has a sibling who was already in the U.S. before he
arrived. He said, “It was good to have family around in the U.S. I would say my experience was
enhanced in that aspect.” Ayende intends to gain some work experience within the U.S. after he
completes his graduate program.
Ake is a first- year graduate student from the western part of Nigeria. He is from a large
extended family and has distant relatives who have lived in the U.S. for many years. He is
earning his Master of Arts in Economics from the School of Business. Ake says he has two
routes in mind after graduation: academia or industry. “I would like to work with the big names
like Price Waterhouse (PwC), Deloitte, and KPMG.” According to Ake, his dream is to
eventually give back to his home country. He said, my plan is to “go back home and apply the
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knowledge that I've been able to garner from my experience here in advancing my country.” Ake
said the love for his country Nigeria, was the driving force for his decision to travel to the U.S.
for graduate studies.
Emete is a first- year graduate student from the French speaking country of Ivory Coast
formerly known as Cote d’lvoire (a south coast area in Africa). He was born in the northern part
of Ivory Coast but grew up and lived in the southern part most of his life. He is pursuing his
master’s degree in data science from the College of Engineering. Emete’s educational situation is
different from most of the other participants because he earned his undergraduate degree in the
U.S. and continued with his master’s degree thereafter. His goal is to work in the U.S. after
graduate studies and eventually open a business in the U.S.
Lekan is a first-year graduate student from the western part of Nigeria. He is seeking his
degree in engineering management from the College of Engineering. Lekan is from a large
family and has a younger sibling who is also a student in the U.S. Like Emete, Lekan completed
his undergraduate studies in the U.S. but is pursuing his graduate education at a different
university. As an international student from Nigeria, Lekan said coming to the U.S. was his first
time on an airplane. He said “This was the first time I was flying out of the country. So yeah, it
was a long flight for me. It was a 15- hour one way, no stops. So, that was an experience as
well.” Lekan prepared for that “epoch making” trip by asking plenty of questions from other
African students. Lekan plans to stay in the U.S. after his graduate studies to gain some work
experience.
Fatimah is a second-year graduate student from Morocco. She speaks English, Arabic,
and French. She is earning her Master of Science in management science and supply chain
management from the School of Business. Fatimah is from a closely knit family yet has no
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family member living in the U.S. Being alone and so far from home and family, she lived in fear
and did not leave her room for the first 9 months after she arrived in the U.S. She said “To be
honest, I was so much worried about safety. Because I knew that in the U.S., gun bearing is
allowed. So, I was really worried about safety, I was maybe even more worried by other stories
or news.” Fatimah came to the U.S. for graduate studies on a Fulbright scholarship. Fatimah
plans to return home after she completes her graduate studies because “Fulbright does require us
to go back home after the studies.” At the time of the interview, Fatimah had one semester to
finish her degree and planned to return to Morocco after graduation.
One of the commonalities with the study participants apart from the fact that they are all
from African countries is that most come from large, close-knit families. Also, six of the
participants had some relatives and family members who lived in the U.S. prior to their arrival in
the U.S. to study. Eight of the participants intend to stay in the U.S. after their studies, while two
of them plan to immediately return home. One of the participants, Chalor, intends to go back so
that she can carry on with the family’s business legacy. Fatimah must return to Morocco because
of the agreement she entered with the Fulbright organization. The fellowship funding stipulates
recipients must return to their home country after the completion of their graduate studies. In the
next section, I discuss why participants chose a U.S. university for their graduate education.
Reasons for Choosing to Study in the United States
African graduate students have many reasons for choosing higher education outside their
home countries, especially U.S. universities. This section describes the most common reasons
these African international graduate students gave for choosing to pursue their graduate studies
in Royale Ville University, U.S. During the analysis of the data, some of the common factors that
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emerged were quality of education, the U.S. as a world power, and the promptness with which
the university responded to their inquiries. I discuss these factors in detail below.
Quality of Education
All the participants shared that the main reason for coming to study in the U.S. was
because of the quality of education. Participants emphasized the quality of education one
receives in the U.S cannot be compared to education in other countries. Lekan chose to come to
the U.S. for graduate study because he wanted a good education. He said, “the reason why I
started out in the US was to get a good education.” Lywaru completed her undergraduate studies
in Russia, but she expressed the “the U.S. provides the best education in the world.” Chalor also
shared the same belief, saying “the U.S. provides the best education.” And Fatol, who decried the
low standard of education in his home country Kenya, discussed how U.S. universities “are
much equipped to help students with the right knowledge, skills, and competencies.” Two
participants mentioned that U.S. universities have distinguished themselves in certain programs
and their decision to come study in the U.S. was based on that fact. Ayende and Mijina for
instance, discussed that Royale Ville was the best school to study their desired majors. Ayende,
who was majoring in aerospace engineering said, “I wanted a better education, the aerospace
industry is very competitive. And for me to succeed, I need to get the best education possible.
That was why I chose the U.S. for my master's degree.” Mijina, who is getting his degree in
computer science, said “I felt like this was the best place I could get a firsthand experience in
software development and other areas in computer science.” For these students, the U.S. offered
the best opportunity for a quality graduate degree in their chosen field. Consistently, all the
participants agreed the good quality of education was the main reason they chose to come to the
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U.S. These students firmly believed in the reputational quality of graduate study offered at
Royale Ville and other U.S. universities.
The U.S. as a World Power of Industry
The U.S. is considered one of the most powerful countries in the world. Participants
discussed their perception of the U.S. as a world power and a place with the most powerful
industries in the world. This was another reason they chose to pursue their graduate studies in the
US. Africans perceive the U.S as a place where anything is possible. Fatol discussed this
perception and his dream about coming to the U.S. He said, “when you're back in Africa, we
normally see the U.S. as a superpower in terms of everything. So, it was a dream that I started a
long time ago. And I wanted to further my studies in the U.S.” This perception is the reason
many Africans dream about studying and living in the U.S. Mijina noted that all the top
organizations in the field of computer science were U.S. companies and that informed his
decision to study computer science in the U.S. According to him, “my masters is in computer
science, I looked at all the companies at the forefront of technology, like Microsoft, Apple, and
Facebook. These are the top-notch companies, and all U.S based. That led me to choose the
United States.” Another participant who emphasized the U.S. as a world power of industry is
Fatimah. She had done her research and found the big names in her field of interest (Supply
Chain Management) were all American companies. She succinctly put it this way,
Supply Chain Management is a new field of studies. While making my research, I found
out that the biggest companies in the world that have the most developed supply chains
are Americans. So, I was looking at companies like Procter and Gamble, Unilever,
Boeing, a lot of American companies that have very developed supply chains. So, I
thought that is the best place to go learn about supply chain management.
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She reflected that she was happy to finally be admitted to study at Royale Ville University. The
status that comes with a U.S. education is a very real thing in Africa. Still discussing the U.S. as
a world power of industry, Ake said “I mean, a lot of economies, countries model their country
to look like the U.S. They want to be like the U.S. So, I thought why not go to the U.S. and get
the education.” These students’ admiration of U.S. businesses and the reputation of the overall
economic system was a driving force behind their decision to study in the United States.
Responses to Inquiries
Timely and professional responses from the graduate school of Royale Ville University
was an important factor in these students choosing this U.S. university. Lywaru and Ake
specifically chose Royale Ville because of the good treatment they received during the inquiry
and application phase. Lywaru had applied to graduate schools in other countries but did not like
how she was treated. Her decision to come to the US was based on the response she received
from Royale Ville. It is captured in her own words:
But the reason I came to this school is because of how quickly they responded to me and
how they treated me each time I called them to ask or to inquire. They were picking my
calls and the school was always straightforward. I said, this is the one I'm going with.
Lywaru’s statement shows that for some international students, deciding to come study in the
U.S. is based on more than one reason. Lywaru’s experience was somewhat like Ake’s. Ake had
been calling different graduate school departments to make inquiries about their programs, but he
said there was a difference when he called Royale Ville University. He shared that when he
called the graduate school of Royale Ville to make inquiries, an African graduate assistant
picked up the call. Ake reflected, “when he answered the phone, I felt blessed. Because I felt,
finally someone could understand me. Honestly, all the issues that had been dragging on was just
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solved in one conversation.” There are many factors that help African students make the decision
to attend graduate schools in the U.S. Good education and reputation of US business and
industry may be two of the reasons for choosing U.S. schools, but the findings show they were
not the only factors they considered. The next section addresses participants’ transition from
Africa to the U.S.
Making the Transition from Africa to the United States
Making the decision to come to the U.S. is both exciting and frightening for African
international graduate students. Exciting because it is the beginning of a new adventure but
frightening because it is a new phase of life with uncertainties. The transition for African
students is multi-dimensional, the participants made some life changes, and the experience was
different for each of them. Making the transition from paid employment to being a student was a
huge transition for Lywaru. She said, “It took me quitting my job, I think it's one of the most
difficult decisions I've ever made in my life.” Lywaru had a good paying job in her home country
but decided to resign to pursue her graduate studies.
Moving to a new country has so many moving parts especially if one considers the
immigration regulations, visa processes, as well as misinformation communicated by the media
and friends. In this section, I discuss the transition of participants, the perceptions they had
before coming to the U.S., the element of surprise they experienced in terms of the weather,
food, and the distance from their home country. Their transition also included the differences
they found between higher education in the U.S and their home countries.
Coming to the U.S. was a Lengthy Process
Before travelling to the U.S. some participants researched and asked questions about the
new country, their chosen university, and made inquiries about what they needed to scale
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through the admission process. They did not envisage that applying to graduate schools in the
U.S. was going to be a long and drawn-out process. The participants were surprised at their
experiences. Lekan said,
It was a lengthy process, the application for school processes, the essays, all that process
was involved. I think I had to apply to five schools in total. So, I had to go through an
exam, wrote the TOEFL. Another thing was the visa process. That also is a lengthy
process in general.
Even though he was excited about gaining admission to Royale Ville, Lekan, like other students
in the study, underestimated how long the visa application process was going to be and the
process was very frustrating for him. Ake had a similar experience as Lekan, but the difference
was he had someone who guided him through the process and so it was not as frustrating. He
shared:
I applied and searched for schools, and I had to sit for exams, GRE exams and some of
the required exams. I was in frequent contact with the coordinator. That would be the
graduate coordinator for the program. And he did a lot of work guiding me through the
whole process. Then I went through the visa interview, got the visa, packed my bags,
packed my books, and headed down here.
Nadal experienced a different kind of lengthy process, as he needed to defer his admission for
reasons related to finances and taking leave from his employment; therefore, he did not report to
the university the year he gained admission. He explained,
I needed to plan, up my savings to be able to meet up with the tuition fee and all that.
And because I was working, I also had to apply for study leave from my employer. And it
is usually a long process.
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When Nadal was ready to start, he had to go through the same long immigration process as the
other students.
Someone like Fatimah was the exception to the rule. She did not have to go through the
long visa process because she was on a Fulbright scholarship. Because the visa process was
handled by the U.S. government, she did not have to deal with the long process like other
participants. She said,
Fulbright helped a lot with the process. I had to write a personal statement, study
objectives, and resume. When I got the scholarship, they took in charge the whole
process of applying to universities and that helped me a lot. I didn’t do the details, and for
the visa process, they helped me a lot, they provided all the papers that I needed. I just
did the visa interview.
Fatimah had it easy compared to other participants. The long process involved with the
application to graduate school in the U.S. cuts across all the African countries that were
represented in this study and impacted every participant.
(Mis)Perceptions about the U.S.
The perception many African international graduate students had about the U.S. was
gained through television, movies, and friends. So, there was a perception of the U.S. that had
been colored by these networks and sources. Consequently, for some participants, the stories
they heard about the U.S. did not match the realities they met on the ground. For example,
Fatimah shared that the city where her school was situated was different from what she expected
to see. She said, “the town itself surprised me so much because, like in American movies, we
thought that everything looks like New York. Right? And you think this is the truth, this is the
reality. And I was really shocked about the city.” Fatimah thought the Midwestern state where
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Royale Ville was located would look like what she saw in American movies. New York is a
metropolitan city and cannot be compared by any stretch to the small Midwestern city where
Royale Ville University is located. Likewise, Lywaru shared that when she arrived, she thought
her university was in a big city. She said “I thought that it is like New York. When I landed in
the town where my school was situated, I was very surprised, my heart sank a little bit, I was
disappointed to say the least.” Lywaru said the disappointment stemmed from the fact that she
was comparing the Midwestern city to the cities she had seen in American movies. She had very
high hopes of living in a big city like New York.
Television and movies shaped the views of life in the U.S. for some participants. Ake
reflected, “From what I've read and seen on TV, I could tell that it's different from my country, I
must be prepared to have an open mind.” But Ake shared that what he saw on TV was totally
different from what he experienced upon arrival to the small city where his university is located.
Because he had an open mind, he was able to take it all in. Fatimah had watched many American
movies with violence and shootings that caused her much fear. This did not help in alleviating
the concerns she had about safety in the U.S. She was so afraid that before she arrived, she
started seeking answers that would alleviate her fears. This is what Fatimah did:
I reached out and I joined a group on Facebook. And I asked my question openly, what is
the safety like in this town? And someone said that “yes, some incidents do happen but
police department here are very active, you can reach out anytime, like you don't have to
be worried about your safety.”
This was the reassurance Fatimah needed, which enabled her to finally decide to move to the
U.S. Fatimah said the TV and movies are not good sources of information especially if you have
never lived in that country.
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Information from friends was another factor that shaped the perception of participants
about life in the U.S. What Emete saw upon arrival was better than what he had been told.
Emete discussed that one of his friends who was attending Royal Ville University told him the
city was just a farmland. He said, “I thought it was mostly going to be farmland, but the city is
actually better than that.” Emete noted it is important not to believe everything you are told by
other people. Lywaru was another participant who believed the information she received from
friends who were already in the graduate school system in the U.S. She shared the information
they provided was not helpful to her. In her own words, “they told me that life is not the same as
it was in Russia. They said life is a bit difficult here.” Lywaru explained that as soon as she got
to the U.S. it was not as bad as they made it sound. Her good experiences started with the
Graduate School’s orientation. She reflected, “the best and the most memorable was when we
had the graduate orientation. The Dean of Graduate School had to talk to us, she said, ‘when you
go to Rome, you do as the Romans do.’” The orientation program changed her mind about all the
bad things she had heard from her friends. The participant’s responses show that secondhand
information can sometimes be misleading and thus detrimental to their transition and adjustment.
The reoccurring theme among all the participants is this: the information participants were
exposed to through the media and other people had a great impact on the perception they had
about the U.S. before they arrived the country. In the next section I discuss what the participants
found to be most surprising about their transition.
The Element of Surprise
One of the questions posed to the participants during the data gathering process was,
“what surprised you most about your transition to the U.S.?” Common themes to be discussed in
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this section are weather, food, and the distance between their home countries and the U.S. Each
of these is discussed in the sections below.
Weather
Weather is not something discussed in African countries like it is in the U.S. Countries in
the Western part of Africa for instance, have the same warm and humid weather throughout the
year. So, for some of the participants, this was the first time they experienced a different kind of
weather outside anything they had ever known. The four Nigerian students, Mijina, Ayende,
Lekan, and Ake, all talked about the surprise they experienced with the weather situation in the
U.S. Adapting to the weather was the most shocking experience for Mijina, who said,
I'll say one of the most shocking things for me firstly, was the weather. Yeah, because the
weather was very erratic. Sometimes, maybe this day is so cold, then the next day, it is so
warm. Based on my culture, where I was coming from, we used to dress the same way
going out every day. Even during the orientation, I never really got to know that you
dress according to the weather for the day. I think that part of it would be the most
surprising or shocking part of my experience.
Ake also complained about the unpredictable nature of the weather in the city where his
university is situated. He said, “one moment it is hot and cozy. And in the next moment, it’s so
cold. I don’t know. It’s just so cold.” Adjusting to erratic weather patterns was not easy for
students accustomed to the same weather every day.
In the U.S., people listen to the news to know what the day’s weather will be like, so they
are prepared. Ayende shared that he was unaware about the weather as no one ever mentioned it
to him. Despite everything he read about the school from its website, nothing was mentioned
about the weather. Ayende recommended information about the weather be put up on the Office
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of International Education’s website so that students can prepare appropriately. Lekan knew the
weather would be cold but underestimated the level of cold because he had never experienced it.
He reflected,
I came in spring semester; it was the height of winter. I did look up some stuff, brought
some jackets, but I was a bit unprepared because I didn't get the right shoes. I was
wearing [lightweight] sneakers. So, that's something that surprised me, like I wasn't
expecting that level of cold. That was one thing that surprised me.
Lekan had to shop for appropriate clothing and footwear to keep himself warm throughout the
cold season. It is interesting that it was the Nigerian participants who complained about the
weather. As earlier stated, in Nigeria, the weather is mostly warm throughout the year. The
participants said they had to adapt to the weather by listening more to the news to understand the
weather forecast for the day and dressed appropriately to stay warm during the winter months.
Food
Food is an important aspect of African culture and tradition. Seven of the participants
shared they knew the food in the U.S would be different from what they were accustomed to at
home, therefore they learned to adapt. Specifically, three of them shared about their experiences
with food and how they tried to adapt to American food. Lekan said, “The food surprised me. It's
different from what I'm used to (laughs).” But he had to get used to eating American food and
sometimes cooked his own meals. Ake shared that his spicy and savory palate had to change to
the sugary palate. He said that “the path that challenges me has been food. Honestly, now I'm
having to eat a lot of things like food with much sugar and it's just too much. It's too sweet, it's a
wide gap, that's a big challenge.” Most African meals are very spicy, so Ake and Lekan
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discovered some African stores where they can purchase local African ingredients to prepare
their meals, but this continues to be a concern for them.
The large portions and amount of food being wasted was also a surprise to participants.
Lywaru shared a story about food and food portions in the U.S, as she had seen plenty of food
waste in her short stay. She reflected it is impossible to waste food at her home in Kenya. The
unspoken law was anything put on your plate must be eaten. She shared that she cringed
whenever she saw people throw food away. She receives weird looks whenever she goes out to
eat, because she eats up every grain of food on her plate. She said, “I go out to eat, I could see
them leave food on the plate, why do we serve food, and we are not going to finish?” It is almost
a taboo to waste food in many African homes because parents talk about other hungry people
who would be grateful to have the crumbs.
Distance between Africa and US
The distance between Nigeria and the U.S. is 6,624 miles. Some participants shared they
did not anticipate their trips to the U.S would be so far and take so long. Lekan and Ake were the
most shocked about the distance, as they had not envisaged the long hours it would take to travel
to the U.S. Lekan reflected, “This was the first time I was flying out of the country. So yeah, it
was a long flight for me. It was a 15- hour one way, no stops. So, that was an experience as
well.” Ake also reflected, “It was a long flight, 12 hours. I remember touching down at ATL,
Atlanta and saying, this was a long flight.” There are some airlines that operate from Nigeria to
the U.S. and offer flights with layovers, but some others do not have stops. The airlines without
stops can travel between 12- 15 hours while the ones with stops can take more than 24 hours. For
people who have never travelled out of Africa or on international flights, this can be a whole new
experience.
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Differences between Higher Education in the US and the Home Country
There are differences in educational practices in different parts of the world. Participants
shared the differences they found within their university and their home countries that influenced
their transition to the U.S. All but one of the African graduate students had not lived outside their
home countries before coming to the U.S. Even though Lywaru earned her undergraduate degree
from Russia, she still shared the same differences with all the participants. These differences
affected their transition and their acclimation to campus. For example, the classroom behavior of
U.S professors is different from their counterparts in African universities. In Africa, there is a
reverential fear of professors. Students are afraid to speak with their professors and would never
ask questions even if they did not understand the concepts in class. In contrast, participants
viewed their U.S professors as approachable and easy to interact with. This gave students the
opportunity to ask questions whenever they were unsure about topics discussed in the class.
These interactions increased their confidence in and outside of the classroom, participants
became collaborators in their own learning. In this section, I discuss the differences between
higher education in the U.S and Africa related to the approach to teaching and learning, cordial
relationships between faculty and students, and supportive faculty.
Approach to Teaching/Learning
Approaches to teaching and learning proved to be a major theme in how participants
viewed the differences between higher education in the U.S. and their home countries.
Participants shared how the unique approach to teaching and learning in the U.S. impacted their
graduate experience. Particularly, Ayende who had no prior knowledge of computer
programming, shared that initially it was difficult to understand some aspects of his
programming course. He said “I previously struggled with using the C+ programming language”
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but the professor gave him a manual which helped him catch up quickly. He reflected, “I was
able to learn them by myself, I was able to use the manuals that was given to me by professor to
learn those programming skills as well.” Most Nigerian universities do not have access to
technology in the way that students have access in the U.S. Plus professors do not pay attention
to the students, whereas professors in the U.S. pay attention to help their students succeed.
How assignments and exams are administered differently between the Royal Ville
University and what they experienced in their home country were discussed. Concerning how
exams are administered, what Lywaru enjoyed most was the fact there were no surprises in how
exams are set. This means there are no surprises for the students as they will only be asked to
answer questions based on the topics and concepts that a student has been taught. Also, she
discussed the open book exams in her department. She shared, “one biggest difference is that
here, you can use all your resources that you have been gathering during the semester for your
exams. There's nothing like that in Kenya.” Other participants shared about how little attention is
paid to examinations in the U.S higher education. Chalor, Lekan, and Ayende all talked about
how examinations and assignments were different compared to back home in Africa. Chalor
reflected,
What I've realized about the U.S. is that they don't concentrate so much on the
examination. But they do concentrate so much on their assignments, the case studies, and
quizzes which I like so much. Back in our country, we focus so much on examination. So
much on the exams and not on the process of learning.
Lekan’s experiences mirrored Chalor’s exactly, as he shared:
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The level of assignments and exams on a constant basis is to get you on your feet and
keep you updated on your knowledge. Back home, you will go to classes, and then have,
maybe one or two exams towards the end of the semester.
There are no surprises for students, professors will not give assignments or exams outside of
what they have taught.
Applied learning and hands-on experience was another difference participants found
between U.S. and African higher education. Fatimah liked the applied learning experiences at
Royale Ville University. According to her, “we're taking lots of real-world practical case studies,
I really love that. Back home, whatever we do is theoretical.” Fatimah also enjoyed the hands-on
learning experience she gained through internships. Chalor shared “the level of hands-on
education is good, there's a lot more applied knowledge here in general.” Doing a course that
was relevant in the real world was something Ayende celebrated. Back home, it was generally
difficult to find a course that directly related to a real job, and he was excited to find such a
match in his graduate program. He shared, “the aerospace program is designed for those who are
working right now who want an advanced degree in structural analysis. So, I was very surprised
to find out that what I'm studying directly relates to my job.” Chalor, Lekan, Fatimah, and
Ayende have enjoyed their experiences in graduate school and seem to prefer the U.S. approach
to teaching and learning than what is available in their home countries.
Students to professor ratio and class size was another difference participants talked about.
Ayende shared that because of the large class size, “it can be tough getting to know a professor
back home in Nigeria.” Nadal also talked about class size. He discussed that Nigerian schools are
overpopulated so it is difficult for students to get the needed attention from their professors.
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When you compare it to what we have at home, for a program like supply chain
management, you probably would have maybe 100 people in class or more. So, the
numbers here are well cut of in size, I think we're just about 20 or so, which gives you
that personal attention that you need to get from your professors.
Almost all Nigerian public universities are overpopulated, so students never receive the type of
attention found in U.S. universities. In addition, Emete and Lywaru reflected the teachers can do
more in the U.S. because of the smaller class sizes. Emete shared, “because of the smaller class
sizes in the U.S., professors can attend to students better. Back home, the classes are much
bigger, it's more people per class. So, the teachers don’t pay attention to everybody like that.”
Lywaru also reflected, “Here the professors are willing to help you. They dedicate their time
very well, unlike back home, we have huge classes because there are so many students. So, I
think the professors back home are overwhelmed.” The issue of students to professor ratio is a
huge problem in the African higher education system.
Cordial Relationship between Faculty and Students
The cordial and informal relationships between the faculty and students at Royale Ville
University was another difference participants noted between their experience in the US and
back home in Africa. Chalor, Lywaru, and Fatimah discussed the friendly relationship between
the professors and the students was astonishing to them. According to Chalor, “I like how we
interact with the professors here. They're good, loving, and free. You can easily talk to them,
they even tell you, don’t call me professor, and call me by my name. It's easy to interact with
them.” This is not the relationship most African students have with their professors. Lywaru
reflected, “I find the faculty and staff friendly; they also have this open-door policy. You have to
make a schedule, but sometimes you can do a walk in and talk to somebody even if it's not about
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school.” Lywaru said she always enjoyed talking with her professors, as this was the first time
she had experienced this kind of relationship with professors. Fatimah had great experiences with
the professors in her department also. She reflected, “I discovered a new mode of or a new kind
of professor -student relationships. Professors were very friendly. There is no such thing as this
exaggerated superiority or protocols. I appreciated this about professors here in the US.” This
type of professor- student relationship is rare in most African countries where professors are the
“lords” of the class, and they are mostly feared. These African graduate students were thus
grateful for the support they received from faculty.
Supportive Faculty
Supportive faculty was also a sub- theme in the transition story of the participants. Many
participants agreed that a difference between higher education in the U.S. and their home
countries was the assistance they received from their Royale Ville professors. Ayende reflected,
“The professors want to engage with the students, they'll make sure the class materials are
readily available. The professors are always willing to go the extra step to help students.”
Professors ensured students understood the concepts taught in class. Lekan, Ake, and Fatimah
discussed some of the things the professors did to help them. Lekan said, “my professors have
been very communicative through emails, and Zoom calls. If they don't have time for that day,
they would schedule for a later date. But in general, my experience has been that my professors
have been very helpful.” Ake and Fatimah talked about how wonderful the professors were
especially in ensuring that they understood the concepts taught in class. Participants recognized
the extra help they received from their professors; this enhanced their graduate school
experiences. The participants agreed that the educational experience in the U.S. was different and
better than what they experienced back in their home countries. The next section addresses the
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challenges participants encountered on their graduate school journey and how they handled those
challenges.
Challenges
Participants were very open about the challenges they faced as African graduate students
in the U.S. Many of the participants discussed their challenges, they were varied but the most
common themes centered on finding community and information, financial challenges, language
barrier, and COVID-19.
Finding Community and Information
Finding community and information was important to the participants. Six of them
already had family living in the U.S. before their arrival, but they discussed how they hoped
there was information on their university’s website on how to connect with other African
students. They also shared that they had many questions but did not know where to direct their
questions or who to ask. This was the case for Fatimah, as she reflected on her experience.
Obviously, I didn’t know anybody in here. Preparation wise, I remember that I needed
very simple advice that I couldn't find anywhere. What is the weather like? Which clothes
should I bring? I have so many things going in my mind to prepare for my trip. That I just
wish it was written somewhere that I could find and can use easily.
There is no forward-facing information for intending African students on Royale Ville
University’s website. So, getting any kind of helpful information was limited. Mijina discussed
that his transition would have been much easier if he had connected with some African students
prior to his arrival to the U.S. He shared, “for me, while getting here, I did not even know that
there was an African community. Because having a community would have been very helpful for
new students to ease in.” Another participant who talked about how much he wanted a
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community was Emete. He explained, “I was expecting a bigger African community, at least
from my country. When I got here, there wasn't that many people from Ivory Coast.” For Emete,
finding a community of people who could speak his language would have made his transition
easier. Nadal discussed that he was well informed about what he needed to bring to make his
educational experience easier because he had a brother who also earned his graduate degrees
from the U.S. But he did know that forming new relationships would be difficult and he
especially needed the relationship in his new environment. He reflected,
Here, people are a little bit to themselves more. Back at home we are very communal, we
have the right to trespass into each other's lives, but here, it's not the same. Everybody has
his own space, and they mind their own space. This is a very individualistic society.
Finding information and a sense of community was important to the participants. They navigated
this challenge by forming and building new relationships with both other African students and
local students. In the next section, participants discussed the financial challenges they faced in
their quest for a graduate education.
Financial Challenges
Prior to being admitted to the university, international students are required to provide
proof of their ability to pay their tuition and fees and other expenses. Yet, participants discussed
having experienced financial challenges at some point during their graduate study. They did not
have a good understanding of the funds needed to pay tuition and fees, books, and living
expenses. The cost of living was higher, and the exchange rate was lower than they had
anticipated. Having financial challenges impacts them in several ways especially in their ability
to enroll for classes. If an international student is not able to enroll for classes because they
cannot afford to pay the tuition and fees, they go out of status. Going out of status, according to
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the immigration regulation in the U.S., occurs when an international student is not able to enroll
for classes as a full-time student within a semester. This has grave implications for their stay in
the U.S. In very extreme situations, they may be asked to leave the country. The potential
consequences due to insufficient funds was an additional stressor that affected their mental
health. Mijina and Emete struggled to pay their tuition in a particular semester. Mijina said, “I
would say part of the challenges I have confronted is a monetary challenge. For example, paying
your tuition - that puts a lot of pressure on you.” The graduate school told him he could not
enroll in fewer than nine credit hours because of immigration rules and requirements. He
eventually obtained the money but, “I think that stress, it tells on you mentally and it puts a lot of
pressure on you.” The experience affected him psychologically. Emete also struggled with
paying tuition. He said “as international African students, we struggle with money here. You are
struggling with tuition money at some point.” Mijina and Emete were able to pay their tuition by
making an arrangement with the university to pay their tuition in installments.
The economic situation and exchange rates in the home country of Lekan, Ake, and
Nadal impacted them financially. Lekan’s family, who he depended upon for monetary support,
was experiencing financial hardship. As Lekan shared, “I did face some financial challenges. The
economy in my country went down a little bit. And my parents couldn't send me money. And
there was a bunch of stuff going on at that time.” Lekan therefore depended on the stipends from
his job on campus to take care of his bills. Ake advised that every African graduate student
planning to study in the U.S. should “be sure they are financially capable of handling it here.”
Ake’s family also could no longer send him money as they did at one time because of the
economic downturn in his country. In retrospect, he could have planned better for his finances,
because the financial struggle affected his mental health. He said, “it puts a lot of stress on me.”
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Furthermore, Lywaru, who had unexpected medical bills for her cancer treatment, talked about
how it is almost impossible to be fully prepared financially. Even though she felt financially
prepared, she still fell short financially because of having to pay for her cancer treatments.
Lywaru reflected, “We come from home prepared, knowing what the tuition fees is but you
never know for sure.” She had to source for monies to help with her hospital bills. She got some
help from well-wishers and the dean of the graduate school.
Exchange rates impacted African students studying in the U.S. Even when families send
money, exchange rates can devalue the amount of money being sent. The local currencies are no
match for the U.S. dollar. For example, the Nigerian naira is N550- $1. Nadal reflected, “I think
the greatest challenge for international students is the almighty dollar and exchange rate. I think
that is the biggest thing that makes life a little bit harder.”
English Language Barrier
English language proficiency is an important component for any international student to
be successful in U.S higher education. In most parts of Africa, the English language is spoken as
a second language. In Nigeria for instance, although the official language is English there are
over five hundred local dialects. In Morocco, even though Arabic is the official language, French
is used as the language of instruction in the schools and in Ivory Coast (Cote d’Ivoire), French is
the official language. Kenyans have over 68 languages and many dialects just like in Nigeria
whereas English and Swahili are the official languages in Kenya.
Most of the participants acknowledged that they experienced some challenges with
speaking and listening to English when they arrived in the U.S. Fatimah and Emete, whose
language of instruction in their home countries was French, had to learn to speak English before
they arrived in the U.S. Fatimah reflected,
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I was used to speaking French, now I must do everything in English, English was a
transition. I remember that to read a 10 paged paper, it would take me like four or six
hours, because English is not my language. English used in the paper is high level
English. So, I used to spend the whole day in the library just trying to read the paper.
This situation made Fatimah spend more time trying to decipher the meaning of the documents
she had to read. It was a challenging situation for her. Emete’s story was similar, “I am from a
French speaking country, I had to learn English before coming here. It was like a two-month
crisis because I had to learn everything. Also, every document I had was translated to English
and that was expensive.” Emete paid professionals to translate his academic credentials from
French to English. His biggest challenge in graduate school especially with his papers and
assignments was the language barrier. He said,
It's confusing especially if you learn all the material in a different language. At first, you
going to want to translate everything (English) to what you know (French). That doesn't
really work well; the language barrier was a big thing.
Fatimah and Emete had to put in hours of work and practice to improve their English language
skills.
Some participants had a different kind of language challenge. Ake, Lekan, and Chalor
discussed that even though they could speak English, their difficulty was their local Yoruba
dialect accent associated with western Nigeria. Ake said, “I knew certainly it was going to be a
bit unsettling, the only part that I didn't see coming was for the most part, my tongue. People
who don't exactly speak the way that I speak.” He repeated himself more than once before he
could be understood. Lekan also had the same Yoruba accent, which was something he also had
to work on. According to him, “I would speak to people, and they would say they didn't hear me,
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or they didn’t get what I was saying. That's something I've had to work on, to make people
understand what I'm saying, to communicate effectively.” Chalor said “most people don’t
understand our accent and that sometimes discourages us from participating.” These participants
watched YouTube videos on how to better communicate and enunciate their words so that they
could be better understood.
Even those participants who came to the US with a strong foundation in the English
language were surprised by the fast-paced speaking nature and the American accent of the
professors. They had challenges with listening to the professors during lectures because they
could barely follow their pace. Ake reflected,
A lot of times, I tried to prepare ahead, take the materials, and study them. And then I get
in class, and honestly speaking, sometimes I'm lost. The relative speed is just not in my
favor. That has been a very big challenge.
Lywaru also shared, “I mean, sometimes they speak so fast, even me, I can't get it.” The strong
American accent also presented participants with challenges. Chalor shared, “when I first came, I
really had a hard time understanding some of the professors, the accent. It is so heavy that
sometimes you hardly understand anything in class so, that was the major challenge.” This was
also the challenge for Fatol. He reflected, “When I came to America, there was a problem
because there's that language gap. It amazed me that when I attended my first class, I felt like an
odd one out. I couldn't understand what they were saying.” Fatol reached out to his professors
and asked for clarification on the content he did not understand. From the responses, the
participants revealed how the language barrier impacted their lives and their studies in ways they
had not expected. This was especially tough for those participants who came to the U.S. with an
English background. They were surprised to encounter a language barrier.
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COVID-19 and the Impact on African Graduate Students
When the COVID-19 pandemic hit in spring 2020, universities in the U.S. were forced to
shut down and move to online/remote learning. There was confusion everywhere because
international students did not understand how they would be affected. They could not travel out
of the country, and immigration laws had restrictions about how many online classes
international students could take. Those who were living within campus housing left after the
university shut down all in-person classes and all on-campus activities. Participants who had
families within the U.S travelled to go live with them. And information was not forthcoming as
students expected it to be. All these happened at the initial stages of the global pandemic.
Lywaru was one of the participants whose life and educational experience was affected by the
university’s response to the pandemic. Apart from the fact that she lost her job on campus, the
people who were supporting her financially from Kenya also lost their jobs because of the
pandemic. For Lywaru, the job loss was especially painful because that was the only way she
could sustain herself financially. COVID 19 also affected her psychologically and academically,
“international students became so stressed and became so sick not because of COVID but
because of stress and depression. Also, the people who are sponsoring us back home were fired
from their jobs.” During all these happenings, Lywaru was still undergoing cancer treatments.
She had to deal with the loss of the job and her health issues amid a global pandemic.
The COVID-19 pandemic also affected students’ studies. For some, it was their first time
taking an online class as online education is still not very common in Africa. This was the case
for Emete, who shared, “with COVID, everything's online. I passed my classes, but I barely
learned much, because it's an online class.” Lekan also shared, “being that this semester is a
unique semester, because of the COVID, it’s been awful having the zoom call rather than face-
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to-face calls with them.” Fatol shared the difficulty of trying to learn certain courses over Zoom.
He reflected, “Imagine the lecturer explaining to you a mathematical problem over email. Using
Zoom was tough for me.” Ayende and Nadal also talked about how the switch to remote learning
was difficult for them. Ayende said, “because of COVID we had to switch mainly online. Doing
the online for graduate course especially in terms of engineering is very challenging.” Nadal also
reflected; “moving things remotely made it a lot harder. I like to say I'm old school kind of guy, I
like hardcopy, paper, and I like to meet people face-to-face.” Every student eventually
participated in online courses, and the immigration laws were tweaked to allow international
students to take more than one online course. It is interesting to note that there was no specific
question in the protocol questions concerning the pandemic, but when participants discussed
their challenges, the topic came up.
Support
Support was an important component in the conversations with participants. As
participants started their educational journey in the US, it became evident they needed some
level of support to acclimate socially and academically in a foreign land. When the COVID 19
pandemic disrupted their normal educational activities, finding support became even more
crucial for these students. In this section, I discuss participants psychological, emotional,
financial, and other life/living support they received. Their support systems consisted of family,
friends and fellow African students, communities within the city where the university was
located, professors, and their own self-determination.
Support from Family Members and Other Communities
Support systems participants talked about consisted of family and community members.
Ayende acknowledged that having a sister in the U.S. made things easier for him. He was bold to
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say, “my case may be very different, I have a sibling in Boston, Massachusetts. I would say my
experience was enhanced in that aspect.” Ayende admitted he would have been totally
overwhelmed during his transition period if not for his sister. For example, he called his sister
often and visited her during school breaks, saying “she was able to guide me and get me the stuff
I needed.” Plus, his sister “was always a call away.” Other participants talked about how they
leveraged the support from their immediate family members. Mijina’s family was important to
how he dealt with his challenges. He shared, “when I went through the financial challenge, it was
my brother who came to my rescue.” Mijina’s brother was a huge support for him, apart from
encouraging him to continue to pursue his education, he also supported him financially. When he
had the financial challenge concerning the payment of his tuition, his brother helped him with
some money. Nadal’s brother and aunt earned degrees from U.S. universities and currently live
in the States, thus were able to provide the guidance that Nadal needed to settle into his new life
in the U.S. “I have my immediate younger brother here. He did his masters and a PhD in nuclear
engineering. I have an aunt who has been in the US for over 40 plus years now. She graduated
from University of Pennsylvania.” Consequently, Nadal had a good idea of what to expect before
coming to the U.S. because the support from his family members helped him situate quickly.
Fatol discussed how his family supported his education when he said, “those people back home,
it's them that supported me to come here.” Apart from the family at home, Fatol attends the same
university with his spouse. He shared that having his wife with him in the U.S. provides support
and companionship.
Apart from the support from immediate family members living in the U.S., participants
found other communities of support among friends, church members, colleagues, and locals.
Participants reached out to these people with whatever questions they had, areas of education and
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life where they needed counsel, sought advice, and reached out for comfort and encouragement.
These communities of support provided academic guidance, information about opportunities and
resources, and encouragement to continue to move forward in the pursuit of their education. For
instance, apart from the support from his sister, Ayende discussed how he found a new “family”
and community through an African church. He said, “there's an African church that I go to, that
African community helped me out a lot.” Ayende shared how the members from the church
provided tutorials for courses he had difficulties in, which helped him do better in his courses.
For Nadal, aside from the support from his brother and aunt, his fellow African students, some
American friends, and the graduate school became part of his community of support. According
to him, “it has always been fellow African students, a few nationals, especially my colleagues at
the graduate school. They are very helpful and always willing to listen, and offer suggestions,
and they have been very reliable and helpful as well.” Through his connections and network at
the graduate school, Nadal eventually got a job as a graduate assistant (GA). Thanks to the
support of these colleagues and other African students, he was able to situate quickly within the
university. Lekan almost quit school but the support from his community, members of the
African Student Union (ASU) and National Association of Black Engineers (NASBE), helped
him stay on. He reflected,
I almost considered quitting engineering. But for the most part, there were support
systems around me, like, student organizations that I joined, that kept me focused. And
that one day, it was getting tough. I had a team around me of like, other students, likeminded individuals working with me, who were strong around me and helped me. I was a
member of NASBE (National Association of Black Engineers). I was a member of the
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African Student Union (ASU) as well. Apart from the professional aspect, there was also
the social aspect, there was interaction. Those were the two that really helped me a lot.
Even though Lywaru did not have any family in the U.S, she received support from locals who
adopted her as a family member. She acknowledged that “to be sick as international student is
difficult especially if you do not have family members in the U.S.” But she was grateful for the
enormous support she received from her department head and the Dean of the graduate school.
She said they became the family she needed. This is what she told me,
The chair of the department called me and said, “I know you are alone. If you need
anything, I'm personally going to get money from my pocket and feed you or whatever it
is that you need to make you feel comfortable.” And that made me feel so good. He gave
me a hug. And the graduate school dean also called me to his office, he gave me a hug.
We talked; I would cry sometimes. So, I felt at home, they made my life easier. Given
that I don’t even know people here.
The dean of the graduate school gave Lywaru $2,000 towards meeting her expenses. At the time
of this interview, Lywaru was still going through treatment. I thanked her for her graciousness to
be a part of the study.
Participants turned to other African students for support, especially during the COVID 19
pandemic and the university shutdown. For instance, Ake and Nadal found support from other
African graduate students especially during the university shutdown. Ake shared, “the
community I turn to for help is the international community of African students who happen to
also be in the same boat.” Ake said even though African students needed help like him during the
pandemic, he turned to them for companionship and support because there was a shared
understanding about their struggles. He said one of the things he found astonishing was the
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willingness of other African students to share what little they had. Talking about this experience
Ake said “you haven't even had enough to eat. And now you are bringing me in, it is weird.”
African students provided emotional and psychological support for each other. Nadal also
shared, “during the shutdown, I was talking to all the international students who were having the
same kind of experience. Sharing and talking about these experiences helped us to support each
other through this time and pull through.” The African student community provided the needed
emotional and psychological support for Ake and Nadal.
Support from Professors
Participants had previously talked about the amount of support they received and the
cordial and friendly relationships with their professors which carried over to providing an extra
level of support when needed. As they talked about their communities of support, they
acknowledged that in their journey toward earning their graduate degree, the professors were
supportive. Participants shared how professors went over and beyond to make their education
experience worthwhile. Some professors met with them after classes to expatiate more on
concepts that were discussed in class. They operated an open-door policy where participants
were free to visit and discuss their concerns. Chalor, who found it difficult to follow the readings
and conversations in class shared, “I got help from my professor, she sent me some of the things
I can read and understand, I'll read on my own and to know whatever they were talking about.”
Professors were always willing to schedule meetings outside of their regular office hours. They
did this to ensure students had the help they needed with course requirements and expectations.
Ake shared, “after some of my classes, I try to schedule a meeting. Or I just walk up to them and
try to ask a few questions.” His professors were always willing to listen and help. In another
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example, Nadal missed his orientation because of some delays he experienced while preparing to
come to the U.S., but his faculty advisor helped him acclimate quickly. He explained,
I missed the orientation, but I was able to meet up with my advisor, he was very receptive
and welcoming. He was able to put me through, and he shared all the necessary
information that I needed. He gave me the materials that I wanted for the courses, the
course outline and what was required of me to do, and he made it a lot easier for me.
Nadal acknowledged support from the faculty advisor put him ahead, there was no downtime as
he got up to speed with everything, he needed to help him situate quickly. Another participant
who enjoyed the support of their faculty advisor was Fatimah. She revealed, “Our advisor is very
available to talk and discuss whatever you need to ask him. When I told him that I'm interested in
research, he offered me this research position. Him being attentive, listening, and caring, I
appreciated that.” She also shared how some professors were cognizant of the international
students in the class and made an effort “to lower their pace of talking so that everybody can
understand them.” This was similar to the experiences Fatol and Ayende had. Fatol talked about
how his professor constantly checked up on him, “my boss who is also my professor is kind, she
keeps on checking on me, emailing me, she keeps on asking how the GRA job is.” The support
encouraged Fatol to do better on his job and improve on his studies. Ayende had earlier
discussed how his professors went over and beyond to help him understand some computer
programming languages he did not know. The professors were willing to meet with him even
outside of their office hours. He said the support from the professors helped him catch up with
the knowledge he needed to succeed in his courses. He acknowledged, “I have met a lot of good
professors.” Support from professors was an important part in the transition, living, and
educational experiences of the participants.
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Self-help and Self-determination
Determination and an “I can do” attitude was evident from the responses of some
participants. Participants found ways to enhance their own living experiences in the U.S. by
looking for different ways to put in extra work and help themselves in whatever way possible.
They used the internet as a resource to improve their studies, they spent extra hours to improve
their spoken and written English, and they reached out to people who could support their growth.
As an engineering graduate student, Ake learned there were many IT concepts that were new and
difficult for him to understand. He made use of the internet to navigate some of the issues he was
dealing with. He said, “I go on internet, and I try to read up a few things, and look for some
opportunities that I could benefit from” and believed that extra work paid off. Fatimah had
earlier shared that English language was a huge challenge for her. But she found ways to
improve. Fatimah shared,
To get better at my English, I had to practice, just a lot of practice. I remember in the
beginning, I started watching more series in English, just to improve my listening. I said
to myself, hey, I'm going to do the work properly right now. I'm a very optimistic person.
Fatimah spoke so well during the interview; it was hard to tell she had struggled with English.
Lywaru would never allow the many challenges she faced to stop her, “diagnosed with a terminal
illness, that was a setback for me at the time, but I never allowed that to really pull me back.”
One participant who worked hard to thrive in the U.S. was Emete, who claimed he had no
other support system. Emete had mentioned earlier how he was disappointed at the almost
nonexistence of people from Ivory Coast at the Royale Ville University. Emete also had financial
challenges which he worked hard to sort out. Consequently, Emete drew upon his personal
resources to find solutions to the financial difficulties he encountered. He said, “I just found
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solutions by trial and error. I really do not have a support system.” Emete encouraged and pushed
himself even in the face of daunting challenges. Emete’s experience seems unusual in the sense
that he was the only participant who claimed he did not have any support system unlike other
participants who either got support from immediate family members, from professors, or from
other people within the community.
In the next section, I discuss the advice participants shared to intending African graduate
students who might want to study in the U.S. in the future.
Advice for Intending African Graduate Students
Participants shared their thoughts on what they wish they knew or were told before they
came to the U.S. Although the participants generally had positive experiences once they arrived
in the U.S. and became acclimated to the city and university, they all offered words of advice to
African graduate students who plan to come to the U.S. in the future. In this section, I discuss the
importance of researching the programs and university in advance, being financially equipped,
integration and socialization, and time management.
Do Your Research
When participants were asked to advise African students planning to come study in the
U.S., they discussed that students must conduct research on the university they plan to attend
before leaving their home countries. Lekan shared that research is important because,
It helps to lay the ground for what you're coming into in general. Research on the
schools, like the environment you come into, the cost of the school, the kind of people
around there, what kind of facilities, what kind of region you're going into. So, is it the
Midwest area, or are you going to Northeast area?
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He said answers to these questions would help students be better prepared. Fatimah advised,
“first make a lot of research about where you're going to live. Just look, if there is a strong
community, an open culture, if people there are open and welcoming of internationals? Research
about safety too like I did.” Emete also shared that part of the research would be to ask plenty of
questions and to keep learning about the academic program, the university, and the community.
Emete advised, “ask as many questions as possible. Ask [continuing students] for tips, ask them
for information about anything.” Participants believed doing research can remove some of the
surprise elements for intending students.
Be Financially Prepared
Participants had discussed their challenges with finances, thus they advised that students
must be financially ready before they come to the U.S. for studies. Mijina and Ake stated the
importance of finances in the U.S. Mijina categorically stated that “students should be financially
prepared before coming to the U.S.” Ake also advised, “be sure you're financially capable of
handling it here.” Lywaru discussed that being financially buoyant is non-negotiable. Because of
all the financial and health challenges Lywaru went through, she reflected “I would just tell them
that the money they think they have to finish school here is not enough (laughing). That's my
honest opinion. I would tell them to come with a lot of money.” Chalor also advised, “they must
be financially prepared. Unless you're lucky to find a job like I did. If you don't find a job it’s
hard, it is hard to survive.” Nadal in very clear terms said, “get your finances right and make sure
that you have a very robust budget to be able to survive in the system here.” Participants advised
that African graduate students must ensure they are financially capable to handle education and
living expenses in the U.S.
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Integration and Socialization
Participants advised on the importance of integration and socialization of African
students with locals, student organizations, and people from other cultures. Participants talked
about the importance of stepping outside their comfort zones to socialize with people in the
community. Lekan advised students on the importance of being a part of student organizations,
“so that you can have an exposure to cultures in general.” In that light, Fatol also shared that the
best way to enjoy living and being educated in the U.S. is to make friends, “as an international
student, it is fundamental to integrate, and the easiest way to integrate is to make local friends.”
Emete advised that one of the best ways to adapt to the system quickly is to socialize more. He
said, “If you are just coming here and going straight to graduate school, it might be hard
especially if you are coming from a different country. I would say that my biggest advice is that
they should socialize more.” Emete reflected that what he would have done differently in his
graduate school journey would have been to socialize more.
Time Management
Participants discussed that they would advise intending graduate students on the
importance of time management. Fatimah explained how she had to manage her time well to
meet deadlines. She had earlier shared the difficulty of comprehension and assimilation, but she
said, the ability to manage her time well helped her turn in her assignments in good time. Nadal
and Fatol advised that time management should be a skill every African should adopt as soon as
they start preparing to come study in the U.S. According to them, Africans are known to do
things at the last minute. That behavior Fatol advised, would not help them thrive in a U.S.
graduate program. There is a popular phrase in Nigeria and some other parts of Africa known as
the “African Time Concept.” This is a relaxed cultural attitude Africans have about time. It is
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also the habit of doing things at the very last minute. Concerning the African time mentality,
Nadal said, “Take that mentality off when you're coming here.” The responses and advice stem
from the challenges participants went through. They all echoed that they would not want other
African graduate students to go through the same challenges they faced.
Suggested Changes for the Future
Overall, participants stories about their experiences with graduate study in the US and
specifically Royale Ville University were affirming. For the most part, these students were
highly satisfied with their educational experiences. Nonetheless, participants shared that they
would like to see more opportunities for fellowships, jobs, internships for African graduate
students in the future. They also had some suggestions for the Office of International Education.
Help with Finding Jobs, Internships, and Fellowships
Support for African graduate students on how to get internships and jobs was important
for participants. Fatol expressed the importance of sharing information relevant to African
students as it relates to jobs and internships. He said, “this is something that I think is lacking.
When you're fresh from Africa, you're never told the kind of jobs available in the school. They
never mentioned something like the graduate jobs, the OPT, CPT, or Internship.” Fatol said he
wants African students to be informed of job opportunities available to them as soon as they
arrive in the US. For his own situation, he asked questions about opportunities for fellowships
until he secured the graduate assistantship within his college. Internship opportunities help
students gain applied learning experiences, but immigration regulations sometimes make it
impossible for African graduate students to hold certain internship positions. Ake shared that one
of the challenges he experienced was the issue of internship. He said to me, “I want to get some
hands-on experience not just a theoretical knowledge. Every internship I try to apply to, there’s
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always this barricade. Nobody tells you can’t apply; you have to be an American to gain some
hands-on experience?” And to this issue, he proffered a solution; he shared that colleges in the
U.S. may “create a temporary internship for African graduate students, and then we can get some
knowledge.” Participants want more internship opportunities but there may be restrictions to
participate in some internships based on certain programs. For example, because of the security
passes required in some engineering/manufacturing firms, international engineering students may
be restricted from working in those places. At the time of the interview, five of the participants
held either graduate assistant/graduate research assistant positions (one person lost their position
during the pandemic), three were student workers within the school, and two worked outside the
university.
Regarding fellowships, Lekan talked about what his hopes are for the future, “something
else I would love to see would be more access to scholarships [fellowships] for African
international students, which would be very helpful.” While Lekan acknowledged the available
fellowships, he said he would love to see more allocation to African graduate students. Nadal
also shared those additional fellowships would benefit more talented African graduate students
who cannot afford to fully fund their education. He noted that the financial burden would be less
for African graduate students if the universities, “have more [fellowships], and more funding.”
Some of the study participants were recipients of fellowships that allowed them to pay in-state
tuition. That helped to alleviate some of their financial challenges. Unfortunately, because of the
immigration status of African graduate students studying in the U.S., they are not eligible for
some fellowships, internships, and jobs meant for domestic students. This issue is a challenge not
just at Royale Ville University but with most universities in the U.S. serving African
international graduate students and other international students.
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Suggestions for the Office of International Education
Even though their experiences were largely positive, study participants did identify the
need for improved services for African students in certain areas. Participants had some
suggestions for the Office of International Education based on the challenges they encountered
during their transition period. They expressed the need for improved information sharing on the
Office’s website, and a separate orientation program for African graduate students different from
the one organized by the graduate school.
Improved Information Sharing on the Office of International Education’s Website
Participants expressed that the university could provide more support to African graduate
students by improving the amount and quality of information they share on the Office’s website.
They discussed the need to share relevant information on the website that would be useful for
their transition. For example, participants had earlier expressed that the information on the
website could include some of the following: advice on the weather conditions, appropriate
clothing for different seasons, information about food, student organizations, and opportunities
on how to connect with other African students. In terms of gaining relevant information, Mijina
shared about his experience before he got to the U.S. “I looked at the website, and the
international office did not list the African Student Association. I think the [university’s] website
did not even specifically list it. If I had access to that, I think that would have really eased my
process.” Mijina expressed that more information on the Office of International Education’s
website about how to meet and connect with other African students would have been very
helpful for him especially during his early transition phase. Ayende also agreed that there was a
great need to connect with other African students as soon as one arrives the university. He said,
“if there was a way the school could come up with a support system for African students. A

90

support system that would help someone transition to a new country, and a new environment that
would be good.” As someone who understands the importance of mobile apps, Lekan suggested
“it will be nice if the Office of International Education can find or get either apps or websites
where they can link up existing students mostly through to incoming students.” This connection
would bridge the gap for incoming students who have questions. Fatol advocated there should be
an overhaul of the information shared on the Office of International Education’s website. He
said, “there should be more information on the international office website that prepares African
students for what to expect.” The sentiments shared here suggests that the Office of International
Education should be more intentional in the way they provide information that would benefit
African graduate students especially the information shared on their website.
Orientation for African Graduate Students
The orientation period is usually an important aspect for how students start their
transition journey within the U.S. The Office of International Education at Royale Ville
University does not offer a formal orientation for international and African students. Instead, the
orientation is conducted by the Graduate School. The information passed along during this
orientation workshops does not help African students with the specific information they need to
get a good head start. Most of the information is more general in nature. According to Fatol, the
information is not specific to the needs of African students. For example, he said “in my
orientation, we were never told many things, you are just told, this is the student center, this is
the bank, you can go take an ID there, that is your school. That is what we were told.” Fatol
concludes by saying, “information helps a lot; some people can go astray because of lack of
information.” For students who are transitioning to a new country, more specific information
about what to expect and how to live in new country may be needed to navigate the new
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environment. Lywaru shared “something really important and maybe just being a little bit
mindful about the kind of orientation you give to African internationals is not what you would
give to Americans.” One other thing concerning orientation Fatimah spoke about was having a
booklet or resource material with information covering various topics needed to ease the
transition for African graduate students. Fatimah for example had reflected that before coming to
the US, she did not know what a credit hour meant, classroom expectations, and resources
available to African graduate students. Fatimah pointed out the information she received during
the orientation period was insufficient for her needs. She shared,
I expected that the graduate students’ orientation would be better than that. They just kept
talking about whatever laws, cheating laws, policies, a lot of things. I feel that what I
needed is explanations about the educational system in the US and academic
expectations. I didn't know anything about it. How does it work? I'm coming from a
different world.
Since there was no special orientation for African students, Fatimah continued to ask questions
until she figured out the answers she wanted. Apart from the orientation offered by the graduate
school, the Office of International Educational at Royale Ville university may consider offering
an orientation program tailored to the specific needs of African graduate students within their
institution.
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS
The study used self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997) as a theoretical framework and lens to explore
and investigate the lived experiences of African graduate students at the master’s level as they
navigated, adjusted, and persisted through graduate school within the broader U.S. campus. The
study was guided by three research questions:
1. What sources of self- efficacy do African international graduate students use as they
experience the transition and adjustment to college in the US?
2. How did mastery of experience, social models, verbal persuasion, and psychological
arousal impact the academic and nonacademic experiences of international graduate
students from Africa?
3. What forms of agency (personal, proxy, collective) helped African graduate students
persist through graduate school?
Using a basic qualitative research design, the experiences of the study participants were
explored. Semi- structured interviews were conducted with 10 international African graduate
students enrolled at Royale Ville University located at the Midwestern part of the U.S. The
themes emerged organically from the data.
This study contributes to the existing body of research by exploring how students used
their self-efficacy (personal knowledge, skills, resources, and other forms of mutual support) to
navigate their graduate studies in the U.S. In this chapter, I discuss the conclusions derived from
the findings, implications for practice and research, and conclude with my final thoughts.
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Conclusions
In the following sections I discuss how the four sources of self-efficacy (mastery of
experience, social models, verbal persuasion, and psychological arousal) and the three forms of
agency (personal, proxy, and collective) thread throughout this study. The self-efficacy theory
helps to explain the students’ experiences. They all persisted through graduate school despite
numerous challenges and obstacles they encountered and faced. The theory helps us understand
why this is so.
African Graduate Students used all Four Sources of Self-Efficacy
Self-efficacy is the confidence that people have in themselves to succeed and achieve
certain goals in life. Exhibiting self-efficacy means that no matter the challenges or difficulties
people face, they find ways to achieve their set goals (Bandura, 1977, 1994, 1997). Before
coming to the U.S, participants had experienced and overcome difficulties in the past. For
example, they had experienced the loss of loved ones, financial struggles, sacrifices from parents
and family members, rejections at several points in their quest for a better life, sicknesses, and
other difficult life circumstances. They did not let any of these negative experiences deter them
from pursuing their education. Even after they arrived the U.S and encountered some challenges,
they continued to stay focused and forged ahead in their educational pursuit. To elucidate,
Lywaru did not let her cancer diagnosis stop her, Chalor was not discouraged to try the fourth
time after she was denied a visa three times. Lekan and Fatimah courageously took those long
flights to the U.S from Nigeria and Morocco respectively. They never allowed their experiences
to stop them from achieving their dreams of a U.S. education. The students’ experiences in this
study were myriad and multidimensional. Beyond their academic life, there was also the social
aspect of their lives. Although participants had mostly positive experiences, there were some
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challenges in their transition which did not stop them from achieving their goals. The study
participants showed that the different sources of self-efficacy were influential in their
experiences and their success in graduate school.
African Graduate Students Use of Mastery Experience
According to Bandura (1997), the most influential source of efficacy is mastery
experience, which happens when people overcome obstacles and believe in their confidence to
face other challenges in the future. The best way to build self-efficacy is to engage in mastery
experiences because “it builds a robust belief in one’s personal efficacy.” The more success an
individual experiences, the more likely they are to be successful in the future (Bandura, 1997).
These African graduate students believed in their past successes and therefore believed in their
ability to succeed in the future. Confident in their success, they applied to U.S. schools, went
through the hurdles of a lengthy application and immigration process, travelled thousands of
miles from their home countries and journeyed to Royale Ville University. There is some level of
self-efficacy attributed to students who travel abroad for education (Gebregergis et al., 2020).
Before they arrived the U.S., all the participants except for Fatimah went through a long, drawnout application process, they wrote exams, and went through a grueling immigration process.
They did not give up on the process until they got their visas. As earlier stated, Chalor applied
for a visa four times, was denied three times until she was approved after the fourth try. She
persisted, and never gave up until she attained a student visa. For many of them, it was the first
time they would travel outside their home countries, thousands of miles from their home. They
knew they would succeed because they had overcome challenges and experienced successes in
the past that encouraged them to keep going even when obstacles were thrown their way.
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In line with existing literature, Africans believe in their ability to live and survive outside
their home countries. The assurance they had concerning their ability to thrive within the US and
the ability to overcome challenges came from the assumption that as Africans, they have the
ability to overcome whatever challenges they faced (Boafo-Arthur, 2014; Boafo-Arthur et al.,
2017; George Mwangi et al., 2018; Mwangi & Fries‐Britt, 2015). For these graduate students,
however, this belief was initially called into question as they experienced a bit of shock when
they arrived in the US (Banda, 2018; Boafo-Arthur, 2014; Kuo, 2011). They were not as ready to
study at a US university as they thought, thus they were surprised and shocked at the weather,
food, and differences in instructional methods. Although most thought they were proficient in
English, they were not prepared for the fast-paced speaking nature of the professors, and they
struggled with reading and comprehending learning materials. Participants who had lived in a
humid climate all their lives and never experienced the cold weather, were shocked at how cold
it was in the Midwestern U.S.
Concerning the language challenges they encountered, participants put in so much work
and improved in their English proficiency to the level where they could communicate with other
people and complete class readings and assignments on time. Their hard work and persistence
paid off and as a result their English language improved tremendously. For those who had
difficulty understanding the professors because of their fast-speaking nature, they reached out to
their professors when they did not understand what was taught or said in class. The participants
clearly displayed mastery experience in the way they showed resiliency in their everyday
graduate school experiences within Royale Vile University. They found ways to adapt and
persist through graduate school by drawing on their personal and collective confidence to face
life (Bandura, 1997, 2002).
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African Graduate Students Use of Social Models/Vicarious Experience
Bandura (1997) asserts that people do not only rely on their mastery experience to grow
their self-efficacy, they also use modelling to promote their sense of self-efficacy. He said, selfefficacy is “influenced by vicarious experiences mediated through modelled attainments.” In a
situation where people may doubt their ability to succeed or do well in certain endeavors, they
will “appraise their capabilities in relation to the attainment of others” (Bandura, 1997, p. 86).
Efficacy belief is raised seeing people similar to oneself succeeding. This means that seeing or
hearing about other people who have succeeded gave the African students the confidence to
believe that they also had the capabilities to succeed. For these African students, social models
were other students, family members, and professors. When African graduate students saw other
African students succeed, they internalized it and believed that they too could do it (Bandura,
1994; George Mwangi et al., 2018). For instance, during the pandemic, when classes went
remote, participants saw other students’ pivot easily to online learning. Even though some of
them struggled with Zoom and other online education platforms, they knew they would cope
because they saw others do it.
African graduate students looked up to other family members who had gone through the
U.S. educational system and believed that if their family members succeeded, they too had the
capabilities to succeed. Nadal and Ayende shared that they looked up to their family members
who had studied in the U.S. and they knew they would succeed also. As outlined in the findings
section, professors and staff at Royale Ville University used various opportunities of interactions
as teaching moments for these African graduate students.
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African Graduate Students use of Verbal Persuasion
According to Bandura (1997), verbal persuasion is the ability to strengthen the belief in
people that they possess the attributes and capabilities to achieve results. When people are
struggling with difficulties, it is easier for them to go through those challenges when they have
people express faith in their capabilities. When people are verbally persuaded, they believe in
their ability to succeed even if they previously had self-doubts (Bandura, 1997; Dortch, 2016;
Laurencelle & Scanlan, 2018). For example, Lywaru expressed profusely how the faculty and
staff were a huge source of encouragement to her during the most challenging health scare of her
life. During the COVID-19 pandemic, some participants lost their jobs, they could not travel to
be with family, and they struggled emotionally and financially. These were sudden changes
brought on by the pandemic, there was a lot of self-doubt. They turned to other African students
for companionship, support, and to see how they were handling the pandemic. Talking with the
other African students helped them pull through the pandemic. Other participants from the
study had people (family members, professors, and other students) who encouraged, cheered
them on and supported them through their graduate school journey. The participants talked about
the professors’ willingness to listen and to help. They operated an open-door policy which made
it easier for the students to reach out to them with their concerns especially during the COVID19 period when classes went remote/online. For participants who had difficulty following the
readings and conversation in class, the professors provided support, help, and encouragement.
Because of the encouragement and support they received, participants continued their studies
through the pandemic even though they were confused and anxious. These evaluative feedback
or verbal persuasion as Bandura calls it motivated and encouraged the African graduate students
to keeping going throughout the COVID-19 period and their graduate school journey.
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African Graduate Students and Physiological Arousal/Emotional State
Bandura (1997) said people judge their capabilities and self-efficacy based on their
emotional state. When people are in stressful situations, they may interpret their emotional state
as “signs of vulnerability to dysfunction.” Because, according to him, “people are more inclined
to expect success when they are not beset by aversive arousal than if they are tense and viscerally
agitated ” (Bandura, 1997, p. 106). Physiological arousal is how people perceive and interpret
their experiences. It is the extent to which a person feels they can meet a challenge or pursue a
task to a favorable outcome. In this study, even though participants faced challenging situations,
they found ways to make their experiences meaningful. As the findings showed, participants had
family members who they looked up to for direction and inspiration. They also had fellow
African graduate students who provided some inspiration to them. Aside from their relatives who
provided some needed support, participants also built a new community of people who were not
immediate family members. For example, participants did talk about the toll the pandemic and
their financial worries had on them, and how that affected them both academically and
psychologically. Participants had also earlier expressed how the financial challenges they went
through impacted their mental health. The financial challenges they encountered caused them so
much stress, but they created and established themselves in ways that enabled them to live and
adjust well within their environment by leaning into the support of their family members and
other communities of support they had built within and outside the university.
Lywaru and Nadal both leaned into the support from those around them. Lywaru’s
experience was enriched by staff and faculty who provided her the support and encouragement
she needed when she was sick. The encouragement from these people helped her emotionally
and psychologically especially during the recovery phase of her cancer diagnosis. They were the
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reason she continued even in the face of challenges. Nadal also enjoyed the support from the
staff of the graduate school department where he worked. He also spoke of the enormous support
he got from the professors especially when he first arrived in the U.S. Because African students
come from communal cultures, reaching out to others for support and help rather than solely
relying on their own resources brought some comfort. Since physiological arousal is how people
perceive and interpret the situations they face, participants in this study interpreted and reframed
their experiences as opportunities to learn and grow. The participants were willing to grow,
learn, and persist. They did not give up at any phase of their journey at Royale Ville University,
even though at times they wanted to. According to the self-efficacy framework, people with high
sense of self-efficacy, will always interpret challenging situations as an opportunity to learn and
grow. For the participants, every situation was an opportunity to make good judgements which in
turn influenced their educational outcomes. The findings showed that participants demonstrated
self-efficacy through their experiences, observing the lives of people around them (social
models), and the verbal persuasion from their support system enhanced their physiological state
which helped them settle in quickly and adapt faster to their host environment.
Drawing on the Different Forms of Agency to Adjust and Succeed in Graduate School
To be successful in any culture, Bandura asserts that people must have all three forms of
agency: personal, proxy and collective action (Bandura, 2002). While previous literature
(Dortch, 2016; George Mwangi et al., 2018; Kumi-Yeboah, 2014) has shown that people may
not have power or control over the practices and policies within their colleges or learning
institutions, nonetheless through their personal, proxy, and group actions, they may achieve
whatever outcomes they desire (Bandura, 2002). This presupposes that by drawing on these three
forms of agency, people can achieve what they would not have achieved on their own. For
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example, participants who had financial, academic, and health challenges, exercised control over
their circumstances by taking action, speaking up, and reaching out to those closest to them for
help and support. These actions helped them persist through graduate school, also helped them
bounce back quickly when they faced challenges.
Personal Agency
Participants drew on their personal agency to thrive through graduate school. Personal
agency is the belief in one’s self-efficacy. It is the ability to control one’s behavior during
challenging situations to achieve the expected outcomes (Bandura, 1997; Laurencelle & Scanlan,
2018; Zimmerman et al., 1992). From the stories that weave through the findings of this study,
there is overwhelming evidence of how participants grew their self-efficacy through their
personal agency. The participants believed in their confidence to thrive within their program, and
with life in general within their host community. For example, participants all struggled with the
English language. They overcame this barrier by watching American movies and You Tube
videos, spending hours studying and practicing their English speaking and comprehension. They
improved their listening skills, learned how to better enunciate English words, and how to
communicate more effectively.
Participants who had financial challenges either got jobs, spoke up, or reached out to ask
for resources that enabled them to overcome their challenges. Emete was one participant who
used personal agency. He had both English language and financial challenges. Unlike the other
participants, Emete did not have any kind of support system in the U.S. He encouraged and
pushed himself, and he never gave up. He was willing to keep trying, and that eventually paid
off. His English improved and he sorted out his financial difficulties. Lywaru’s ability to
continue her studies in the face of an unexpected illness is personal agency at work. Bandura
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(1997) said personal agency is powerful in how people determine their short-term and long-term
goals.
Proxy Agency
The study’s participants used proxy agency. This is the indirect influence one gets by the
connection and interaction with other people. This type of agency is built through feedback and
mentorship (Bandura, 1997; Dortch, 2016; Laurencelle & Scanlan, 2018). This study is replete
with examples of how students relied on each other and how professors supported the
participants both academically and otherwise. Participants also looked up to other African
students for emotional and psychological support during the COVID- 19 pandemic. They said
talking and sharing with other students during the COVID-19 period provided the needed
emotional support.
Participants also grew their self-efficacy through proxy agency by the mentorship that
university staff and professors provided. They shared that the professors were of immense
support to them and always willing to listen. Because of their mentorship and guidance,
participants used such phrases as: “they are always willing to go the extra step to help students,”
“they made my life easier.” “They were always willing to listen and help.” Fatimah spoke of her
faculty advisor who provided mentorship to her as being “attentive, listening, and caring.” The
relationship with other African students, staff and faculty played a huge role in how students
grew the confidence to navigate graduate school in Royale Ville University.
Collective Agency
Participants in the study also grew their self-efficacy through collective action. The
collective mode relies on people’s ability to work together or a group action to achieve results
(Bandura, 1997; Laurencelle & Scanlan, 2018). Contrary to the individualistic nature of western
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cultures, this mode mirrors the collective and communal living which most African societies are
built on (Adeyemi & Adeyinka, 2013; Avoseh, 2001; Avoseh, 2012). This brings to mind the
Southern African “Ubuntu” philosophy. Ubuntu defines an individual as a component of a
collective whole, it means that “a person is a person because of other persons” (Murove, 2014, p.
37). It epitomizes the saying that “no person is an island.” The supportive relationship from their
“community” helped them thrive within their new environment (Merriam & Ntseane, 2008;
Murove, 2014).
This was seen at play at different times in the study when community played a huge
support role for the participants. Examples like, when Lekan was encouraged by the members of
his student organization not to give up on his studies, their intervention helped him not to give
up. Also, when Ayende leveraged the help of some of the church members who had gone
through the school of Engineering within Royale Ville University. The intervention from the
church members helped him do well in his Engineering classes. Self-efficacy beliefs among the
participants helped them develop a strong sense of resiliency throughout graduate school both as
individuals and a group. From what was gleaned from the findings of the study, participants
viewed their experiences as opportunities for growth and progress. Also, they showed resilience
and persisted throughout, none of them gave up or quit. This attitude was instrumental to how
they thrived in Royal Ville University, and this speaks to their self-efficacy.
Implications for Practice
Findings from this study are relevant to several areas of higher education practice such
as: student admissions, faculty, advising, office of international education, offices of diversity
and inclusion, student affairs, student union, and graduate school. Since all these departments
and units may interact with African graduate students and provide programming for them, they
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must work together to avoid duplication of efforts and resources (Boafo-Arthur, 2014;
Ravichandran et al., 2017; Wang & BrckaLorenz, 2018). They should cultivate a working
relationship with these students. They may schedule periodic meetings with African students to
listen to their ideas, get their input on the quality of life within the university and to understand
their concerns. These meetings should happen beyond the orientation period.
Opportunities for Cross-Cultural Interactions
Findings from the study also show the rich exchanges between international students,
domestic students, faculty members and the community at large. A report from the Institute of
International Education reiterates that these exchanges foster diversity, global engagement, and
interconnectedness (Institute of International Education, 2016). In addition, the lessons from
these interactions help university authorities in the U.S to better understand how to design
programs and provide resources that will enhance the educational experiences for African
graduate students. Such programs that encourage diversity as well as culturally relevant services
would not only increase cultural awareness but would in turn encourage cross-cultural
interactions (George Mwangi et al., 2018; Onyenekwu, 2017).
Opportunities for cross-cultural interactions between African students and domestic
students should be encouraged not just at the beginning of the school year but throughout their
time in graduate school. This will help African students adjust faster (Constantine et al., 2005;
George Mwangi et al., 2018; Mwangi & Fries‐Britt, 2015; Onyenekwu, 2017). Universities can
do this by creating programs and activities that encourage these interactions, an example would
be picnics, park walks, and visits to important landmarks within and outside the university.
Through these programs, the African graduate students should be encouraged to showcase their
own culture. This will be a mutually beneficial programing for the African students, domestic
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students, and the university. These activities will not only encourage a burgeoning relationship
with domestic students, but it will also provide the African students with a sense of belonging
and create an inclusive environment within the university.
Closing the Needs Gaps
Colleges within the U.S must be intentional and proactive about closing the “needs
disconnect” gap. They need to understand what they think students need, and what the students
actually need may not be in alignment. Colleges and universities need to confer with students in
order to provide appropriate programs that facilitate the transition, adjustment, and success of
African graduate students. While graduate student persistence is laudable, HEIs must make the
transition easier for students to adjust to their host environment (Andrade, 2016; Gökçek et al.,
2014). For example, International Education Offices in various universities may introduce
“buddy programs” by pairing incoming students with other African students who are well
adjusted and already in graduate school. This will help incoming African graduate students
acclimatize faster. As already established through the study’s findings and in extant literature,
transitioning and adjusting to a new environment is not a linear process (Bastien et al., 2018;
George Mwangi et al., 2018; Kuo, 2011). Another way to close this needs gap is to ensure that
African students get continuing support throughout graduate school. Beyond the general
orientation programs organized for all international students, there should be orientation
programs specifically tailored for African graduate students (Dortch, 2016; Kumi-Yeboah,
2014). This would be beneficial as it would bridge the gap between what the schools think that
the students need and what they need. The orientation should begin online, through the
university’s website before the students arrive in the US.
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Relevant Information Dissemination
Before African students arrive in the US for graduate study, they should be provided with
basic information via the online platform about the university, and some of the new things they
may encounter (Laurencelle & Scanlan, 2018; Yirdong Lobnibe, 2012). For instance, some of
the forward-facing information that may be included online could be demographic information
about the African student body and countries represented within the university, information
about the weather and what to expect, what kind of clothing to pack, internship/fellowship
opportunities, links to student organizations/affiliations and other resources that will help
students succeed. These will inform and enlighten incoming students and will prepare the minds
of the students on what to expect. Knowing whether there are people from a student’s country
will enable them to determine their expectations and choice of university to enroll in. Such
information about resources outside the school should also be posted on the website. Information
about where to find basic food ingredients (African stores) with the links to the shops, where to
buy warm clothing (with links to stores), information about affordable housing options,
transportation services within the town, recreational and fun activities within and outside the
university, and school district information/enrollment for graduate students who may be coming
with their children.
Helping African Students Find Community, Information, Financial Guidance, and
Language Support
This study has implications for the challenges that arose from the African graduate
students’ experiences. This section addresses helping them find community within and outside
the university, how to easily access information they need, more guidance regarding finances,
and providing support for further developing their English language proficiency.
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One of the advantages of international education is the ability to meet and interact with
people from different countries and cultures. Nonetheless, coming from a communal culture,
African graduate students also desire to connect with others from their home countries (Banda,
2018; Mkabela, 2005). Universities should ensure that they assist African students find their
community with ease. One of the ways they could do this may be to designate a professor from
an African country to be the point of contact to these students. The professor could then connect
them with the African community within the university. Apart from listing the names of the
student organizations on the university’s websites, contacts of the representatives of the various
student organizations should be listed also. That way, they can connect with real people when
they arrive. This will help African graduate students find their community; thereby making the
transition phase quick and easy.
Universities can help to bridge the information gap for incoming African students.
African graduate students may need a different information than what is typically provided to
incoming students. As earlier stated, participants wished there was more information about the
things to expect as African international graduate students coming to study in the US. They
shared that more information would have helped them be better prepared. Fatimah had
mentioned that the school might publish a booklet or resource material with information
covering various topics needed to ease the transition for African graduate students. There should
be more outward facing information on the International Office’s website like how to connect
with other like-minded students, more information on the school’s website about what to expect
academically, the weather, geography of the school, what foods may be available for African
students and where to buy them, housing/accommodation options, internship and employment
opportunities, and student organizations to join on arrival.
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Almost all the participants in the study faced some type of financial challenges as they
journeyed through graduate school. Universities should ensure that money information is
disseminated not just on the website but should also be discussed during graduate school
orientation. Students should be aware of the financial implications for the duration of their stay.
On the school’s website, the school may provide information about exchange rates for each
country (or provide links to other websites that provide these types of information). Also, they
may want to spell out clearly how much equivalent they would need in US dollars to pay their
tuition and to cover their living expenses. These informational opportunities would provide
stability for African students within the universities. There should not be surprises when they
arrive.
As already established from the findings of the study, passing the TOEFL was not
enough to tackle the language challenges African graduate students faced. English language
support should be provided. For example, this may involve pairing an African student with a
local student (like a peer mentor) who engages the African student in ways that encourages them
to speak and listen to local students. Such interactions have been beneficial to non-native English
speaking graduate students (Andrea, 2004; Kuo, 2011).
Implications for Pandemic and Post-Pandemic Experiences
The COVID-19 pandemic changed many things for international graduate students within
higher education (The United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization, 2020).
In US colleges, to remain in status as international students, African students are only allowed to
enroll in one online class. But when COVID hit, Royale Ville University moved all classes to
online or remote. As already stated in the findings, some African students struggled with this
move, as they were not accustomed to taking online courses. When the university essentially shut
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down, African graduate students did not know what to do. They lost their campus jobs; they were
advised not to leave the country; their normal existence was thoroughly shaken. Despite these
difficulties, African graduate students still managed to find community and find ways to share
their limited resources and to support each other. They capitalized on their high sense of selfefficacy to make it through, It seems the university could have done a better of job of helping
these students instead of leaving them to their own devices to figure out what to do. Even though
a global pandemic is an extreme and rare occurrence, this could apply to other emergency
situations as well.
As an instructor in higher education teaching a graduate-level class, it is imperative to
note that beyond catering for the students learning needs during the global pandemic, the
psychological aspect of how the pandemic affected them could not be overlooked. Sometimes,
they just wanted someone to listen to them. The transition to online/remote learning took a toll
on them. I had to devise new ways to teach the course content online, add value to the students,
and get them engaged while still maintaining the rigor required for a graduate-level class.
Research should be conducted on how African students coped with the pandemic and postpandemic. It would shed more light on their lived experiences.
Implications for Future Research
This study explored the African international graduate students’ experiences and
adjustment in U.S higher education. The 10 students in this study come from four different
African countries. The study concluded that self-efficacy was instrumental in the transition and
adjustment of African graduate students in the U.S. For example, previous research by Gökçek et
al. (2014) and Laurencelle and Scanlan (2018) found that graduate students transitioned and
adjusted well in graduate school because of their perceived self-efficacy which aligns with
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Bandura (1997) self-efficacy theory. Their findings showed that graduate students with selfefficacy had improved academic performance, achievement, and better socio-cultural adjustment
(Bandura, 2002; Gökçek et al., 2014; Laurencelle & Scanlan, 2018; Zimmerman et al., 1992).
While the findings from this study may apply to other international students, it will be interesting
to conduct this research with a broader representation of African graduate students, and to
understand their experiences through the self-efficacy lens. As an African woman, it will also be
interesting to conduct similar research with women from African countries studying in the U.S,
especially women who are returning adults, to better understand their experiences and sources of
self-efficacy.
The Issue of Racial Identity
The research on the issue of race in the U.S is extensive. In chapter two, I discussed the
“acquired identity” of Africans studying in the U.S. According to the findings from the research
conducted by some scholars, they noted that although the experiences of African students were
different from the native-born Blacks, African students experienced the same negative
stereotypes, racism, and discrimination. They also found that even though African students are
ethnically diverse from their African American counterparts, they shared similar experiences
(George Mwangi, 2014; Mwangi & English, 2017; Mwangi & Fries‐Britt, 2015; Mwangi et al.,
2018). One of the new questions this study may have raised is the role that racial identity plays in
the experiences of African graduate students within the US.
More Research on African Graduate Students Using Other Theories
There is a need to conduct more empirical research about African international education,
especially for African graduate students. Although, there are some researchers (George Mwangi
et al., 2018; Kumi-Yeboah, 2014; Yirdong Lobnibe, 2012) who have done some work
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concerning African graduate students using cultural identity theories, there is still a huge gap
especially as it concerns the study of African graduate students using other theories. This study
looked at the experiences of African graduate students through the lens of self-efficacy, but
additional research using different theories such as social and cultural capital will help to explore
and investigate more about African graduate students lived experiences (Putnam, 1995; Tang,
2015). These theories may help to understand if the networks of relationships among African
graduate students will improve their experiences and enable them to function effectively in
graduate schools within the U.S. These studies will start to bridge the knowledge gap and
provide an understanding of the lived experiences of African graduate students studying in the
US. Therefore, colleges and universities can adjust their policies and practices accordingly.
These types of studies will also help other African graduate students be better prepared before
they embark on their educational journey outside their home countries. Furthermore, these
studies may provide some insight to faculty members and departments that work specifically
with African graduate students on how to better serve these students.
Final Thoughts
Understanding the African graduate students lived experiences is important to HEI’s in
the U.S. Also, including other stakeholders like students, faculty members, and departments that
work specifically with African students should be foremost in the strategic plan of higher
institutions. This study shows that while African graduate students enroll in U.S universities for
excellent educational opportunities, there are other factors that should be considered before they
embark on their educational journey. Similarities among the study’s participants show that the
main reason they enrolled in US schools was to get a better educational experience which will in
turn provide them with the opportunity for an upward trajectory in their career and life.
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However, the differences are, aside the different programs within the graduate school, they come
from different African countries and backgrounds. Therefore, each participant experienced
graduate school and life within the U.S based on their perceived self-efficacy (Ahn et al., 2016;
Bandura, 1997; Laurencelle & Scanlan, 2018). Each person’s need and experience were
different.
When African graduate students make the choice to study abroad, it is important they do
their due diligence. They must conduct proper research by getting all the information they need
to succeed in the program and in the foreign country. Getting the right information will equip
them, dispel any kind of assumptions or misinformation. Also, it will help them become better
prepared both psychologically and academically. Understanding students lived experiences will
help close the “needs disconnect” gap within graduate schools and programs that cater to
African graduate students. It will also add depth to the literature on international education
especially for students of African descent.
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APPENDIX A
Initial Email Contact
Subject- Invitation to Take Part in a Research
Good morning/afternoon,
My name is Mercy Umeri, I am a doctoral student in the Educational Leadership program in the
college of Applied Studies, Wichita State University. My dissertation research examines and
explores the experiences of international African graduate students at Wichita State University.
You have been selected as a potential participant, because as an African international graduate
student, you have unique knowledge and experiences that would contribute to the research.
If you are willing to participate in this study and share your perceptions, please respond to this
email with three possible dates and times that you are available for an interview. The interview
will be held online using a videoconferencing program. The interview will take approximately
one hour and will be digitally recorded.
I appreciate your willingness to consider participating in this study. If you have any questions,
please contact Mercy Umeri at moumeri@shockers.wichita.edu. For questions about the rights of
participants, you may contact the Office of Research at Wichita State University, 1845
Fairmount Street, Wichita, KS 67260-0007, and telephone (316) 978-3285.
Sincerely,
Mercy Umeri
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APPENDIX B
Protocol Questions
Demographics
a. Please share your name and your country of origin
b. What is your program of study? What is the duration of the program and how many
semesters you have completed?
c. Why did you choose to come to the US for graduate study?
d. Would you be willing to share age and your marital status?
e. Do you have a family in the US?
f. Do you work as a graduate assistant?
1. Tell me what your expectations were as you were preparing and thinking about coming to
study in the US.
2. What did it take to get here?
3. What were your expectations when you arrived?
4. Tell me about your graduate school experience at Wichita State University.
5. What surprised you most about your transition here?
6. Could you share with me a bit more about your expectations about what it means to be
here as an international African graduate student.
7. Could you tell me more about the differences you find with schooling and living in the US
compared to your home country? What do you wish you knew prior to your arrival to the
U.S.?
8. What challenges have you confronted in your journey towards getting your degree?
a. How did you handle or deal with the challenges?
b. Who did you turn to for help? Who were part of that community?
c. What did these people do to support you?
d. How did you learn the “rules” of navigating around campus?
9. What languages do you speak? How well would you say your English is? What have your
encounters been as a result of your English language proficiency? Can you tell me more
about that?
10. Do you think you have been treated differently because of your country of citizenship? If
so, what was that experience like for you?
11. What do you plan to do with your degree after you complete your graduate studies?
12. What advice would you give to someone from your community that is considering
studying in the US?
13. What changes would you like to see as regards international education in the US?
Within the school? And for International African graduate students in particular?
14. What else do you think is important for me to know that I haven’t asked about?
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APPENDIX C
Interview Consent Form

Consent Form
Purpose: You are invited to participate in a research study of African international graduate
students. I hope to learn about the experiences and adjustment of African international graduate
students in US schools. The study is designed to give voice to the experiences of African graduate
students.
Participant Selection: You were selected as a possible participant in this study because you are
an African international graduate student getting your master’s degree at Wichita State University.
Approximately 10-15 of participants will be invited to join the study.
Explanation of Procedures: If you decide to participate, you will be invited to an interview. The
interview is to get an in-depth description of your experiences as an African international graduate
student. The interview will be entirely online over a videoconferencing program and will last for
about one hour. These are some sample questions you will be asked:
1. What things did you wish you were told during the orientation program when you arrived
the US?
2. What advice would you give to someone from your community that is considering
studying in the US?

Discomfort/Risks: There are no anticipated risks associated with participating in this study.
However, if you feel uncomfortable with a question, you may skip it. If at any point you feel too
distressed to continue the study, please inform the researcher and you may discontinue your
participation without penalty. If the distress continues after you discontinue or finish participation,
you may wish to contact the Wichita State University Counseling and Testing Center. They are
located in Grace Wilkie Hall room 320, phone number (316)-978-3440, email
Wanda.Holt@wichita.edu.
Benefits: You will be lending your voice to a study that will benefit other African international
graduate students and higher institutions within the US.
Confidentiality: Every effort will be made to keep your study-related information confidential.
However, in order to make sure the study is done properly and safely there may be circumstances
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where this information must be released. By signing this form, you are giving the research team
permission to share information about you with the following groups:



Office for Human Research Protections or other federal, state, or international
regulatory agencies;
The Wichita State University Institutional Review Board;

The researchers may publish the results of the study. If they do, they will only discuss group results.
Your name will not be used in any publication or presentation about the study. The audio-recorded
interviews will be preserved in a passworded computer. After five years, the recording will be
destroyed according to the procedures stipulated by Wichita State University.
Refusal/Withdrawal: Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Your decision whether or
not to participate, it will not affect your future relations with Wichita State University. If you agree
to participate in this study, you are free to withdraw from the study at any time without penalty.
Contact: If you have any questions about this research, you can contact me at: Mercy Umeri at
moumeri@shockers.wichita.edu. If you have questions pertaining to your rights as a research
subject, or about research-related injury, you can contact the Office of Research and Technology
Transfer at Wichita State University, 1845 Fairmount Street, Wichita, KS 67260-0007, telephone
(316) 978-3285.
You are under no obligation to participate in this study. Your signature below indicates that:
 You have read (or someone has read to you) the information provided above,
 You are aware that this is a research study,
 You have had the opportunity to ask questions and have had them answered to
your satisfaction, and
 You have voluntarily decided to participate.
You are not giving up any legal rights by signing this form. You will be given a copy of this
consent form to keep.
____________________________________________________
Printed Name of Subject
____________________________________________________
Signature of Subject

_______________________
Date

____________________________________________________
Printed Name of Witness
____________________________________________________ ________________________
Witness Signature
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