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Foreword

In contemporary higher education, few topics receive as much rhetorical attention—and as little substantive understanding—as international student mobility. While universities proudly position themselves as “global campuses” and celebrate increases in international enrollment, too often our engagement too often remains confined to recruitment strategies, compliance metrics, and economic impact statements. Rarely do we ask the more difficult and urgent question: What does it truly mean for an individual to relocate across borders, cultures, and social systems in pursuit of education?

Each chapter in this book compels us to confront that question with unprecedented clarity and depth.

Drawing on a rich blend of rigorous scholarship, autoethnographic reflection, and sociocultural analysis, Soetan, Umukoro, Odeh, and Nguyen and other contributors illuminate dimensions of international student life that are routinely marginalized in both research and policy. The narrative foregrounds voices rarely centered in academic discourse that is inclusive of African and Global South doctoral students, international student parents, racialized migrants negotiating care work and academic labor simultaneously and treats their experiences not as peripheral anomalies but as essential to understanding mobility in all of its full human complexity.

What distinguishes this volume is its unwavering insistence that global mobility is not merely a logistical or academic transition; it is a profound identity restructuring process, one deeply entangled with race, immigration policy, gender norms, family structure, and institutional culture. The authors carefully expose how students are required not only to navigate coursework, research expectations, and financial constraints, but also to perform cultural translation, or learning how to parent without extended kin networks, how to communicate within unfamiliar pedagogical norms, how to exist in racialized bodies within socio-political landscapes that often render them invisible.

As a leader in higher education, I have reviewed countless reports on student success and equity initiatives. Yet very few offer the kind of intersectional analysis like the ones presented here that treats immigration status, caregiving responsibilities, racialization, and academic belonging not as separate variables, but as interlocking systems that determine who thrives, who struggles, and why. The application of frameworks such as Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory, bidirectional acculturation models, and ethics of care scholarship is both intellectually robust and practically illuminating. The result is a text that speaks across disciplines and will likely resonate with scholars of education, sociology, migration studies, gender studies, and policy alike.

For institutional leaders, this book is not merely informative; it is corrective. It reveals the profound gaps between how universities often imagine their “global engagement” missions and how internationally mobile students actually experience our campuses. It challenges us to recognize that true inclusion requires more than culturally themed welcome events or compliance-oriented advising. It demands immigration literacy among faculty and staff. It requires recognizing care, not as a private matter to be managed quietly by students, but as a structural dimension of academic life that warrants policy-level support. It invites us to reimagine mentorship, housing, financial aid, and childcare not as isolated services, but as components of a comprehensive equity ecosystem.

This foreword is therefore not written merely in admiration, but in gratitude. The authors have offered not simply a scholarly contribution but a blueprint in a similar spirit to Michael Cuyjet’s  2006 masterpiece on African American men in college, that calls upon higher education systems to recalibrate their understanding of what it means to welcome, support, and learn from globally mobile students. By refusing the deficit narratives that have long characterized discourse around international students, and by elevating their agency, resilience, and intellectual labor, this book models a scholarship that is simultaneously critical and reparative.

I recommend this work to university presidents, deans, international education practitioners, policymakers, faculty, and scholars alike. It is a text that demands to be not only read but acted upon. It asks those of us in positions of institutional authority to reflect deeply on the structures we maintain and the lives they shape. It urges us to honor international students not merely as temporary visitors or economic assets, but as co-constructors of academic knowledge, potential builders of cultural bridges, and contributors to our civic lives whose insights enrich our institutions at every level.

May this work greater inform our understanding and transform our collective commitments.

Dr. Art R. Malloy  Vice President for Student Affairs  University of North Dakota  Memorial Union, Suite 229  Grand Forks, ND 58202

Series Editorial

As global higher education enters one of its most complex and politically charged periods in recent history, the mobility of international students can no longer be understood merely as a matter of access, recruitment, or institutional strategy. It is now deeply entangled with geopolitics, migration politics, national security debates, economic uncertainty, and renewed contestations around identity, belonging, and global power. In this context, International Student Experiences in the United States and Canada offers a timely, rigorous, and profoundly human-centered examination of what it means to study across borders in North America today.

The United States and Canada continue to occupy a central position in the global higher education. They are simultaneously destinations of aspiration and sites of contradiction: welcoming yet restrictive, diverse yet unequal, globally connected yet increasingly inward-looking. Recent geopolitical developments, including intensified U.S.–China tensions, immigration policy volatility, post-pandemic mobility realignments, wars and displacement across regions, and rising populist nationalism, have transformed international education into a space of political negotiation as much as academic pursuit. Against this backdrop, the experiences of international students are no longer peripheral narratives; they are central to understanding how higher education responds to global instability, shifting demographics, and contested notions of citizenship and belonging.

This volume contributes meaningfully to that understanding by moving beyond macro-level discourses of internationalization to center lived experiences, structural barriers, and evolving forms of agency among international students across multiple identities and institutional contexts. The editors bring together a multidisciplinary group of scholars whose work collectively illuminates the social, cultural, psychological, economic, and pedagogical dimensions of international student life. Importantly, this book refuses a single story. Instead, it captures the multiplicity of international student experiences shaped by race, gender, parenthood, nationality, language, class, and geopolitical location.

The opening chapters situate mobility as both aspiration and risk. Alice Kanyama’s analysis of pre-departure preparation for African students to the United States and Canada foregrounds the unequal global conditions under which mobility begins. Her chapter exposes how inadequate pre-departure systems reproduce vulnerabilities long before students arrive on campus. Complementing this, Oseremi Olivia Jagbojo’s exploration of international students’ early challenges underscores the emotional, cultural, and institutional dislocations that accompany transition, reminding us that arrival is not merely geographic but deeply psychological and social.

Several chapters powerfully interrogate forms of “invisible labor” and care work embedded within international student mobility. Yulu Hou’s narratives of international doctoral student mothers from the Global South and Junyan Zhu’s and Sayyora Ibadullaeva’s studies of international graduate student parents and spouses collectively reveal how global academic mobility is sustained through unpaid, unrecognized, and gendered forms of care. In an era when higher education systems increasingly prioritize productivity and competitiveness, these chapters reclaim care as central to academic survival and success.

The volume also engages critically with academic cultures and institutional expectations. Susan He’s interpretative phenomenological analysis of academic setbacks and Laura Vaughn and Van-Anh N. Tran’s focus on student leadership and engagement demonstrate how international students navigate institutional norms while also reshaping them. Their work challenges deficit-oriented framings by highlighting resilience, collective agency, and the transformative potential of student-led spaces.

Pedagogy and curriculum are also examined as sites where inclusion or exclusion is enacted daily. Yusuf Marafa’s chapter on syllabus design for online courses situates international students within the expanding digitalization of American higher education, raising urgent questions about whose knowledge is centered, whose voices are heard, and how global learners are positioned in virtual classrooms.

Questions of race, belonging, and systemic inequity are central threads throughout the volume. Adrijana Miladinović’s examination of racialized alienation and Ehi-Kowochio Blessing Ogwiji’s deeply reflective autoethnography on micro-experiences of race and tokenism expose how international students often encounter racialization differently from domestic students yet are equally affected by systemic discrimination. These chapters resonate strongly in the current geopolitical climate, where race, migration, and national identity are increasingly politicized across North America.

The volume also addresses issues too often marginalized in international education discourse. Wei Dai’s study of international students’ perceptions of campus sexual violence prevention programs highlights gaps in institutional communication, trust, and cultural responsiveness. Jesus Miracle Chiadika’s work on the mental health of racialized international students in Canada foregrounds the emotional toll of structural exclusion in systems that publicly celebrate diversity. Finally, Eniola Soetan and Taiwo Soetan’s chapter on international student athletes offers an important economic and policy-oriented perspective, illustrating how international students are not only learners but contributors to national economies and cultural capital.

In short, these chapters advance a critical, compassionate, and empirically grounded understanding of international student experiences in the United States and Canada. They demonstrate that international education today cannot be disentangled from questions of global justice, migration governance, racial politics, and economic precarity. In an era when borders are simultaneously opening and hardening, when universities are both global actors and national institutions, this volume calls for a recalibration of how we conceptualize international students: not merely as mobile consumers or temporary guests, but as transnational actors shaping the future of higher education and society.

This book aligns squarely with the mission of the Comparative & International Education Series, which seeks to publish scholarship that interrogates global education systems through equity-centered, interdisciplinary, and policy-relevant lenses. With 50+ titles, the series has become a platform for scholarship that bridges theory and practice while engaging global audiences. This volume adds a vital contribution by centering North American international student experiences within a global political and social context, making it essential reading for scholars, institutional leaders, policymakers, and practitioners.

As Series Editor, I commend the editors, Taiwo O. Soetan, Omonigho S. Umukoro, Oluwarotimi O. Odeh, and David Hoa Khoa Nguyen, for curating a volume that is both academically rigorous and ethically grounded. At a time when international education faces unprecedented scrutiny and transformation, this book offers not only analysis but also a call to action: to design more just, responsive, and humane systems of global higher education.

International students are not peripheral to the story of higher education in the United States and Canada. They are central to its future. This volume ensures their stories are not only heard but taken seriously as a source of knowledge, critique, and possibility.

Krishna Bista, EdD

Series Editor, Comparative & International Education Series

Professor of Higher Education

Morgan State University, Baltimore, USA
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Preface

The global landscape of higher education has been profoundly shaped by the mobility of international students. In recent decades, the United States and Canada have remained a top destination, attracting individuals from every continent in pursuit of academic excellence, cultural exchange, and personal growth. Yet, behind the impressive statistics and institutional achievements lie deeply personal, complex, and often under-explored narratives and experiences. "International Student experiences in the United States and Canada: A multidisciplinary examination of challenges, prospects, and opportunities" seeks to bring these narratives to light—through lenses that are as varied and nuanced as the students themselves.

This book was born out of a need to understand international student experiences not just through one disciplinary frame, but through the multidisciplinary, integrated perspectives of education, sociology, psychology, communication, policy studies, social sciences and the lived experiences of contributors around the globe. Each chapter draws on empirical research, theoretical insight, and lived experience to explore themes such as pre-arrival expectations, transitioning to life abroad, balancing multiple roles, academic and social integration, identity, race, and belonging, wellbeing, safety, and mental health, academic adaptation, and broader impacts and opportunities. By doing so, we aim to provide a holistic and honest examination of the challenges and opportunities international students face, and how they were able to navigate the new environment while studying in higher education institutions in the U.S. and Canada.

Our contributors include students, scholars, practitioners, and former international students, all of whom bring unique voices to this volume. Their insights are not only academically rigorous but also grounded in real-world contexts with particular emphasis on the recent changes in U.S. immigration climate and its reverberating effects on the nation’s higher education system and other countries around the world. Whether you are a researcher, educator, academic advisor to international students, policymaker, current or prospective international student, we hope this book will offer a deeper understanding of the multifaceted journeys these students undertake.

We dedicate this work to the millions of international students whose courage, resilience, and contributions continue to enrich campuses and communities across the United States, Canada and other countries across the globe.

— The Editors
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CHAPTER ONE

Pre-departure preparation for African international students for studies to USA and Canada higher education institutions

Alice Kanyama

Abstract

This chapter covers how effective predeparture preparation influences the success of graduate African international students to integrate into the USA and Canadian higher education institutions. African international students experience many challenges due to lack of context-specific orientation gaps. USA and Canada institutions that prepare predeparture orientations tend to prepare generic orientations for all international students disregarding the context from which they are coming. This approach has left African international students feeling unprepared for the USA and Canada education experience. Moreover, many USA and Canada institutions have had no predeparture orientation programs in place for African International students. Students. African international students depend heavily on online institutional information (college websites) which mostly fails to interpret culture of the context into which they are moving. In other cases, they depend on friends and relations who have migrated to the US and Canada before them. Using Berry’s acculturation theory, the qualitative study done in the Fall semester (2024) explored how effective was predeparture preparation and integration of African international students into the Morgridge College of Education. The study revealed how students appreciated the International Student and Scholar Service (ISSS) predeparture support and the departmental support but were quick to point out how their diverse needs based on country of origin affected their intercultural interactions and adaptation in the USA. 

Keywords

African international students; pre-departure preparation; higher education internationalization; intercultural adjustment; acculturation theory; student integration; U.S. and Canadian higher education; international student support services; graduate student experiences
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Introduction

Among all groups of migrants, international students are the fastest-growing number of migrants (Reinold, 2018; Hallberg, 2019). Over the past decade, the number of international students has dramatically increased in the USA and Canada (OECD, 2025). In 1975, international students recorded 0.8 million compared to 4.6 million in 2015 and to an estimated 6.9 million in 2022 (OECD). OECD defines international student mobility as “the share of international tertiary students enrolled in a country relative to the total number of tertiary students in that country.” Furthermore, in a 2022 OECD report, African international students accounted 9.96% and 7.54% of all international students in the USA and Canada, respectively. This is a significant amount of student number residing in the USA and Canada for educational purposes. One of the determining factors for international students’ success is pre-departure preparation (Giovanangel et.al; 2018). Reinold (2018) describes two kinds of international student mobility (ISM) namely vertical and horizontal mobility. She refers to vertical mobility as to when students move from developing to developed country, whereas horizontal mobility happens between countries with approximately equally developed higher education systems.  According to Reinold’s description of students’ mobility, this chapter refers specifically to African international students who are mostly in the category of vertical mobility when they move from Africa to the USA and Canada. USA evidences its developed higher education system through its growth in technological advancements and access in its higher education (Adeniyi et.al, 2024; Teferra & Altbachl, 2004; Teferra & Knight, 2008).

Drive for International student Mobility 

There are different drives for international student mobility, and these includes person growth of the student-the student by the virtue of gaining international education, the student, increases their human, social and cultural capital (Reinolds, 2018; Maharaja, 2018). Higher education institutions also benefit from the high tuition rates that international students pay in comparison with domestic students. In addition to the Higher education institutions’ financial benefit, HEI’s benefits academic aspirations, where internationalization easily promotes the reputation of the higher education institution. Host countries also benefit from ISM and the HEI through economic development (Olson & Banjong, 2016; Hegarty, 2014). Higher education has been used as a great political tool in the USA; currently (2025) the change of government from a democratic rule to republican rule has witnessed international students from some specific countries have been subject to heavy scrutiny unlike from other countries for their education permit documentation (Darian-Smith, 2025). Globalization has also influenced students’ demand to attain international education to be relevant in the working industries (Zajda and Jacob, 2022). 

Pre-departure orientation given to African International students

Pre-departure orientations are highly recommended for students moving from one culture to another to build competence in global awareness and gain a successful learning experience in the new learning context (Goldoni, 2015; Highum, 2014). Furthermore, predeparture orientation calls for an understanding and acceptance of culture conventions that affect how we think and behave (Chen and Starosta, 1998, P. 28). 

––––––––
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Methodology

The study adopted a case study qualitative research approach to seek in-depth understanding of African international students’ pre-departure experiences and integration into the Morgridge college of education. Case study originated in the 1920’s and 1930’s through the 1950’s Hamel, Dufour and Fortin cited Malinowski’s study.  The Key features of case study include identification, bounded study by either time or location, and in-depth collection of data through many forms of data collection. There are three types of case study namely: instrumental, collective, and intrinsic. The procedures of a case study involve determination, case selection, data collection and data analysis approach/findings. Creswell (2009) states that “the key idea behind qualitative research is to learn about the problem or issue from participants and to address the research to obtain that information.” Case study involves bringing out the meaning of experiences or perceptions of participants in the research through purposely selected small samples (Devos & Schwarz, 2002).  This study used purposive sampling for the African international students who have just joined the Morgridge College of Education (MCE) at Denver University.  

A case study will help to make an in-depth examination of a phenomenon (Stake, 1994) hence opting for case study than other approaches.  This study seeks to understand the experiences of African international student in their pre-departure preparation to the USA and their integration into the MCE.  Case studies investigate a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context and multiple sources of evidence are used (Yin 1989). Documentary evidence and interviews are two of the several methods that are used in data collection (Patton, 1990).  As Case study enables the use of multiple methods for data collection and analysis, the primary sources in this study were individual interviews with key participants (African international students). Incoming African international students were prioritized since their memories of their transitioning was still vivid in their minds.  First interviews were conducted on the onset of the Fall quarter, the, follow up interviews in the winter quarter to assess the students are settling in the new context.

Effective pre-departure preparation to host country has proven to increase competence in global integration among students learning in another country (Reinold, 2018). Students from African developing countries have had challenges in integrating into the USA and Canada despite efforts from the International Student and Scholar Services (ISSS) and specific departments to ensure smooth transitioning (Msiska, 2006).  Apart from the ISSS and department, African International students have lied on school websites, friends and relatives studying abroad or those who graduated from information ().  The study explored how pre-departure preparation experiences assisted in transitioning from Africa to integrating into the Morgridge College of education at University of Denver, Colorado, USA.  The goal of the study was to understand experiences of African international students in the pre-departure and identify specific areas of challenges and develop recommendations that will ensure smooth transitioning and integration into US and Canada higher education institutions to attain academic success.  

Berry’s Acculturation Theory

The experiences of African international students were evaluated through Berry’s acculturation theory (1992).  Acculturation is defined by Berry as “the dual process of cultural and psychological change that takes place as a result of contact between two or more cultural groups and their individual members” (Berry, 2005). Berry’s acculturation theory consists of four major possible goals namely assimilation, integration, marginalization and separation. Key factors affecting acculturation includes: the stress and coping framework, the cultural learning approach and the social identification approach. Smith and Khawaja (2011) highlight how Berry’s acculturation has evolved over time.  They clearly portray acculturation theory in relation to higher education international students.  Acculturation in not just for the student in the host country, but the host country experiences changes in response to the international student’s presence; thereby, creating a bi dimensional process (Scharlz et.al, 2010).  In acculturation process the host institution is very important as it facilitates or create a barrier in the integration of the international student.  The Morgridge College of Education as a case study was reviewed in how it assisted in coming African international students to adapt to the new environment.  Berry refers to the individual change that occurs in a person’s life as psychological acculturation and on a group level as (cultural acculturation)

As the acculturation theory continued to evolve, Modds developed the three key factors impacting acculturation process (Ward et. al, 2001) which he termed the ABCs of acculturation: stress and coping framework, the cultural leaning approach and the social identification perspective. With each approach emphasizing affective, behaviour, or cognitive changes respectively in the psychological acculturation process. Another acculturation model that was tested on international students was the Multidimensional Individual Difference Acculturation (MIDA) which revealed that the predictor variables of hassles and psychosocial resources do predict the outcome variable of psychological and social cultural adaptation (Rasmi et. al 2009). Smith and Khawaja (2015) list Acculturation Stressors encountered by International Students as follows:

	Language



Students’ inability to express themselves both in speaking and writing increases anxiety in student’s life (Mori, 2000) thereby affecting education performance as well as socialization.





	Education Stressors



As much as many students are stressed by the education experience, Smith and Khawaja point out that for international students it is heightened with the language barrier. Mismatch of expectations, unmet expectations (Khawaja and Dempsey, 2008) and increased levels of depression. 









	Social Cultural Stressors



An international student having left family and friends back home will desire to establish new relationship; success of these relationships is dependent on the student’s attachment personality, and trait-anxiety (Brisset et. al. 2010).





	Discrimination 



This is another potential stressor for international students in host countries (Hanassab, 2006; Pryrazli & Lopez, 2007).  International students face discrimination when seeking employment, inferiority complexes, and all these leads to poor psychological wellbeing and depression (Atri et. al, 2006)





	Practical Stressors 



The restriction to work in host countries contribute towards financial problems that international students face (Li and Kaye, 1998); Robert et. al, 1999; Poyrazli and Grahame, 2007)



Coping Mechanism

In response to the acculturation stressors, international students employ stress coping mechanisms. Literature points out various types of stress coping models such as problem-focused coping, emotional-focused coping, and meaning focused model (Folkman, 2008). Through the interpretive lens of the researcher as an African international student in the USA, beliefs, values, experiences, and biases would affect the study.  Awareness that the research’s personal experiences cannot be generalized to every African international student.  Journaling and continue reflection were employed to minimize biases.  Researcher’s 17 years’ experience working in higher education management in Africa helped the researcher to understand other processes easier that other students without experience in higher education.  The researcher believes in social constructionism where there are multiple realities that are constructed through lived experiences (Cresswell, 2009). In this study, the lived experiences of African international students in pre-departure preparation and integrating into Morgridge College of Education were explored. 

Findings

Contextual and Cultural Differences

Students appreciated assistance in provision of information from the ISSS and the department but were quick to point out that it was still difficult to find relevant information that met their specific needs as African international students. One student commented on transportation from the airport to where she was going to be living, and I quote:




“I did not pay much attention to how I will travel from the airport as my assumption was that I will take a tax and pay afterwards with the cash I had in my bag. To my surprise, I needed to do everything in an app which I was not familiar with. I wish someone told me about that.”



Housing

Housing was another contentious area that most African international students pointed to have struggled with. The housing system in America is totally different from African housing system. For example, in most African countries, when you pay the rentals, it does not matter how many people will live in the house. many African students found it strange that they had to register everyone else who was living in the house to the house owners. 

Language

Many African international students expressed that it was difficult for them to understand what their American teachers were articulating most part of the first quarter of the term. This increased distress and anxiety as pointed out by Berry’s theory of acculturation. The thought of coming from very far away and fail the education brought sad feelings to African international students.







Recommendations


-  Inclusive Orientation Programs



Institutions should actively involve African international students in the design of orientation programs to ensure that relevant cultural and contextual information is included. Many assumptions are made about what all students are expected to know, yet experiences from developing countries often differ significantly. Including African perspectives will help bridge these gaps and ease the transition process.


-  Strengthening Support Infrastructure



The study revealed that despite facing multiple stressors associated with acculturation, African international students rarely make use of institutional counselling services. Out of 15 participants, only one had visited the counselling centre, while 90% reported feeling that such services were not designed with their realities in mind. This reflects a cultural context where counselling is not widely normalized, as many Africans traditionally turn to family and friends for support. Institutions should therefore adapt their support systems—through culturally sensitive counselling, peer support networks, and targeted outreach—to encourage help-seeking behaviors among African students.


-  Pre-Departure Programs Grounded in African Lived Realities



Findings indicate that the context of developing countries is often very different from that of the US and Canada. To better prepare African students for their academic journey abroad, pre-departure programs should be informed by African lived experiences. Such programs would equip students with realistic expectations, coping strategies, and practical resources tailored to their unique challenges.

Conclusion

Pe-departure preparation requires country specific information to ensure success for African international students.  Understanding the African context and assisting African students with knowledge with enrich the experiences of African international students in other countries. Providing guidance and encouragement to African international students will increase participation and utilization of available resources on campus.
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CHAPTER TWO

Intercultural communication experiences of international students: An example of a post-Soviet country

​
Oseremi Olivia Jagbojo

​

Abstract

​This chapter investigates the intercultural communication experiences of international students from English-speaking countries who pursue higher education in Estonia, a digitally advanced Baltic state with a complex post-Soviet legacy. Drawing on student narratives and existing literature, it examines how cultural assumptions, language barriers, and reserved local norms shape students' social integration and emotional well-being. Special attention is given to phenomena like cultural communication dissonance, where expectations of verbal warmth and communal interaction clash with Estonia’s minimalist, indirect communication style. The findings provide insight into the emotional and behavioral adaptations international students must make to succeed both academically and socially.
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Introduction

In the past two decades, the number of international students worldwide has increased by 300%, rising from 2.2 million in 2001 to nearly 6.9 million in 2022 (International Organization for Migration, 2024). North America, particularly the United States, and Europe are the largest destinations for international students, hosting about 65% of the nearly 7 million students in 2022 (UNESCO, 2023). Within Europe, Western European countries such as the UK, Germany, and France host the majority of international students, while Northern Europe accounts for approximately 10%, a share that continues to grow due to the popularity of programs like Erasmus Mundus, launched in 2004 by the European Commission to promote student exchange and cooperation. Meanwhile, post-Soviet countries in Eastern Europe and the Baltic region have also emerged as destinations for international students. Although these regions were once constrained by the geopolitical legacy of the Soviet Union, they have recently opened their borders to learners from around the world (Gawlicz & Starnawski, 2018). This expansion is reshaping global education mobility and presenting new challenges for students.

This chapter explores the nuanced intercultural communication experiences of international students in Estonia, focusing on how they navigate the friction between their culturally embedded expectations and the reserved, formal interaction norms prevalent in their host environment. With Estonia’s societal ethos shaped by its Soviet past and its rapid pivot toward digital modernity, international students experience a form of cultural communication dissonance, in which their instinctual modes of self-expression are often misaligned with local conversational styles, classroom dynamics, and peer relationships.

During the Soviet era (1940–1991), centralized governance, hierarchical structures, and collectivist norms fostered formalized and cautious public behavior. Open or dissenting expression was often restricted, promoting indirect communication and strict adherence to rules, particularly in institutional or professional contexts (Hosking, 2006). At the same time, private networks and informal circles became essential for trust, social support, and candid exchange. Although contemporary Estonia is generally considered a low-context culture (Hofstede, 2011), favoring direct and transparent communication, lingering effects of the Soviet era contribute to a more reserved and deliberate style in formal exchanges (Mizera, 2013). This combination of directness in everyday interactions and residual formalism in hierarchical contexts can create intercultural challenges, particularly for international students navigating academic and social integration.

The author does not aim to generalize but weaves together student testimonies and prior research to form the backbone of this investigation, centered on questions of social interaction, communication challenges, and coping mechanisms.

Historical Foundations and Higher Education Internationalization in Estonia

Estonia’s journey toward becoming a hub for international education cannot be separated from its complex political history. Estonia’s political journey has been marked by a succession of foreign rulers. Prior to Russian control in 1710, secured during the Great Northern War (Raun, 2001), the territory had been governed at different times by the Danes, German Teutonic Order, and the Swedes. Estonia declared its first independence in 1918 and was formally recognized as a sovereign state by 1920. However, this autonomy was short-lived; the Soviets regained control in 1944 and maintained authority until August 20, 1991, when Estonia’s independence was finally restored.

Since regaining sovereignty, Estonia has evolved from post-Soviet hardship into a thriving democracy and dynamic tech hub. Its accession to the European Union in 2004 marked a significant milestone. As Estonia shifted from its Soviet legacy toward a European model of governance, the reform of its educational landscape became a strategic priority. One of the earliest strategic moves was the introduction of autonomy for universities, allowing institutions to independently design curricula and recruit international faculty. Accreditation procedures were restructured to meet European standards, boosting the portability and credibility of Estonian degrees (Huisman et al., 2018; Saar & Roosalu, 2018). The Ministry of Education and Research invested in digital infrastructures, bilingual instructional capacity, and scholarship programs aimed at attracting global talent. Central to Estonia’s internationalization success is its branding initiative, Study in Estonia, launched nearly two decades ago by the Estonian Ministry of Education and Research. This comprehensive campaign did more than repackage the country's academic offerings; it centralized admissions through platforms like DreamApply, reduced bureaucratic hurdles, and emphasized the appeal of English-taught programs. Targeted marketing efforts expanded recruitment beyond Europe, drawing interest from countries across Asia, Africa, and Latin America and substantially boosting international student enrollment (Matei & Iwinska, 2015).

Master’s degree programs rapidly became the flagship of Estonia’s global academic push due to their research orientation, affordability, and alignment with emerging global job markets. Bachelor’s programs soon followed, although doctoral programs remained niche due to structural limitations and faculty capacity. As of 2024, Estonia offers over 200 English-language degree programs, a remarkable achievement for a country of fewer than two million people. According to Study in Estonia (2024), over 5,000 international students from more than 120 countries are currently enrolled in Estonian higher education institutions. This growth is a reflection of a deliberate effort by the Estonian government to internationalize its education system and attract talent from across the globe. 

One of Estonia’s most notable attributes is its global reputation as a pioneer in digital governance and technology. The country is  referred to as the most digitally advanced country in Europe, Estonia’s commitment to e-governance, paperless administration, and widespread digital literacy is particularly appealing to students interested in information technology, cybersecurity, e-services, and related fields (UNESCO, 2023; European Commission, 2022). Nevertheless, this pronounced digital orientation does not diminish engagement in the arts and other scientific disciplines, which continue to occupy an important place within their higher education landscape. They built a centralized system for the online admissions called Estonia DreamApply, which unifies enrollment applications across institutions and effectively coordinates their national recruitment efforts (DreamApply, 2018). For students this creates a one stop shop experience when seeking admission and removes the complexities of navigating each school independently and paying multiple application fees.

As a member of the Bologna Process, Estonia ensures compatibility of academic standards across Europe, enhancing the portability of degrees and qualifications earned within its borders. The country’s compact cities and quiet urban environments are frequently cited by international students as ideal for focused academic work (OECD, 2023). By aligning its systems with European frameworks, leveraging digital governance, and investing in inclusive education pathways, Estonia has positioned itself as an appealing study destination. Moreover, growing uncertainties surrounding international student prospects in the United States, which is traditionally the foremost destination for higher education, have led many talents to explore alternatives. Stricter immigration policies, limited post-study opportunities, and an unpredictable visa environment have made North America less accessible for some. In contrast, Estonia offers a stable, student-friendly environment within the European Union, making it an increasingly attractive option for globally mobile students seeking quality education in a more predictable context.

The Soviet era has left a lasting imprint on Estonian social behaviors, shaping how locals engage with foreigners. For international students, this can translate into encounters with polite but reserved hosts, requiring patience and cultural sensitivity to navigate social and academic integration. Understanding this historical-cultural backdrop is essential for interpreting students’ intercultural experiences, including challenges in forming social networks, participating fully in peer interactions, and adapting to local norms.

Cultural Communication Dissonance: Expectations versus Reality in Estonia

Stepping into Estonia, international students may carry with them expectations shaped not just by academic goals, but by their own cultural assumptions about how humans should interact. These assumptions are often influenced by high- and low-context communication frameworks (Hall, 1976; Hall & Hall, 1990), which describe the degree to which meaning is conveyed explicitly through words versus indirectly through shared context and nonverbal cues. In high-context cultures, such as Japan, China, many Arab nations, and numerous African countries (e.g., Nigeria, Kenya, Ghana, South Africa), communication relies heavily on social hierarchy, relationships, and unspoken norms, creating warmer, more socially expressive climates. Conversely, low-context cultures, including Estonia, Germany, and the United States, prioritize direct, explicit communication, where clarity of words is valued over shared situational knowledge. Contemporary research shows that these orientations continue to influence classroom interactions, negotiation styles, and social networking and integration in diverse settings (Gudykunst & Kim, 2017; Spencer-Rodgers & McGovern, 2002).

For students from high-context cultures, entering Estonia can produce what this chapter terms “cultural communication dissonance”—the tension or discomfort experienced when one’s habitual modes of communication, shaped by their own culture, do not align with the host culture’s norms. This concept builds on existing work in cultural dissonance and intercultural adaptation (Berry, 1997; Ward, Bochner, & Furnham, 2001), but it emphasizes micro-level tensions in verbal and nonverbal interactions rather than broader emotional or psychological adjustments. Students arrive expecting frequent verbal affirmations, casual group conversations, and overt warmth in social interactions, instead they encounter a communication style that values silence, restraint, and personal space. While constructs such as culture shock capture broader emotional disorientation in unfamiliar environments (Adler, 1975), cultural communication dissonance allows for a more precise focus on day-to-day interactional challenges, such as classroom discourse, peer engagement, and informal social encounters.

These dissonances extend beyond communication into educational settings. Students from backgrounds emphasizing interactive or teacher-led learning may find Estonian classrooms challenging, where independent learning is promoted. Beyond the classroom, this reserved approach permeates daily life: personal space is highly valued, and initial attempts at friendliness may be met with caution, as locals expect distance until trust is established. For international students, these dynamics can generate feelings of isolation or misunderstanding, further intensifying cultural communication dissonance.

These experiences are compounded by Estonia’s unique social and historical context. Having transitioned from Soviet governance to a tech-driven European Union member state, Estonia presents a social environment that is globally connected yet culturally reserved. While many Estonian youth speak English fluently and participate in international academic discourse, everyday interactions continue to reflect deep-rooted historical and cultural traditions. For many international students, this duality creates a paradox: academic success and integration in structured settings contrast sharply with silence, distance, or disconnection in informal spaces such as cafeterias, dormitories, or peer circles. To explore these tensions further, this chapter draws upon the author’s graduate thesis research, which examined the intercultural communication experiences of African students at a university in Estonia (Jagbojo, 2018).

Methods

The study employed a phenomenological design that explored the lived experiences of international students of African descent in Estonia. For the purposes of this research, African descent refers to students who identify as racially Black and whose ancestral origins are traced to a recognized African country. The study included both undergraduate and postgraduate students, reflecting a range of academic experiences and perspectives. A total of eight students participated in the study, each of whom had lived in Estonia for at least two years at the time of data collection. This length of residence was considered sufficient for participants to have navigated both academic and cultural environments, thereby providing rich reflections on their experiences. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, which allowed for focused inquiry into specific themes while providing participants the space to express their perspectives in depth. 

Insights from the Study


●  Navigating the Communication Challenges



African students interviewed in this study often encounter an unexpected paradox: formal friendliness paired with a socially isolating atmosphere. Despite polite exchanges, these students struggle to navigate the indirect communication norms, reserved social behaviors, and subdued nonverbal cues that define Estonian society. A significant challenge is the scarcity of small talk and casual interactions in daily life, which can be perceived as social coldness or disinterest. Students unfamiliar with these cultural norms may mistakenly interpret such behaviors as rejection or unfriendliness, when in reality they reflect deeply rooted local communication practices. “It took me a while to understand that people here value space. At first, I thought maybe they didn’t like me.” — Participant G. The participants initially misunderstood their experience to mean that the locals disliked them. Such misunderstanding could lead to feelings of isolation and confusion for the international students affecting their sense of belonging and well-being. Recognizing that their disposition was not personal also took a while which is indicative of the learning and social adjustment process that international students must navigate. Adjusting to these norms is not universally successful. Some students, after repeated unsuccessful attempts at connection, withdraw socially. One participant lamented: “Sometimes I just stayed in my room. I was tired of trying to make friends or speak when no one replied.”. This quote highlights a sense of exhaustion and discouragement that comes from several failed efforts to connect that were met with silence and indifference. Thus illustrating the impact that unreciprocated friendliness could have on students' motivation to engage socially.  

Academic settings bring further complexity. Communication with faculty and administrators often feels formal and emotionally distant. Uncertainty around hierarchical expectations and protocols introduces relational hesitations. As one participant reflected, “I didn’t know if I should email my lecturer first or wait. Back home, you just go straight to the office, but here it’s all formal and by email” (Participant H). This statement shows that the transition from face to face contact to a digitally mediated system of communication introduced a relational uncertainty where the student is unsure about what might be interpreted as presumptuous or disrespectful.

Although English is the medium of instruction in Estonia’s international programs, students still face challenges due to accents, slang, and varied proficiency levels among peers and faculty. As one participant explained, “Even though we all spoke English, sometimes I still didn’t understand them. Their accent is different, and they speak very fast” (Participant D). This reveals that shared language does not always mean shared understanding and highlights the one of the visible challenges the international students face in spaces where relationships are built.

Non-verbal communication such as facial expressions, eye contact, and tone differs significantly, sometimes leading to misinterpretations. For example, Estonians may avoid overt facial expressions, limit eye contact, or communicate with a subdued tone (Business Culture, n.d.; White, 2015). contrasting with some other demonstrative cultural styles. These subtle cues affect rapport, feedback interpretation, and emotional resonance. Students often find themselves decoding silence rather than speech, unsure whether a lack of response signals neutrality, disapproval, discomfort, or tacit approval.

●  ​Social Experiences and Friendship Formation Among International Students

The findings reveal that forming close friendships with local Estonian students was challenging for most international participants. While classmates were generally polite and cooperative during group work, these interactions rarely extended beyond academic settings. The international students described the local students as reserved, guarded, and socially private, making it difficult for international students to initiate or sustain informal connections outside the classroom. As Participant C explained, “They are friendly, but it ends in class. Outside class, it’s like we’re strangers again,” highlighting the abrupt social boundary that exists beyond formal academic interactions. Similarly, Participant A shared, “It’s hard to be friends with them [Estonian students]. They don’t start conversations, and if you try, they just answer and move on,” pointing to a perceived lack of reciprocity in everyday social encounters. These reflections underscore the emotional and relational barriers that can hinder the development of meaningful intercultural friendships and authentic connections, even when there is the appearance of cooperation in a shared learning environment.
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