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This book provides an essential forum—giving primary voice to a group not often 

heard—for international students to share their unique experiences, trials, triumphs, 

and paths of acculturation in US higher education. In their own words and 

experiences, they detail how their world touches our American campus communities 

and academic settings. Filled with pathos, their narratives are steeped in angst and 

triumph, disappointment and humor, and loss and eventual victory. Selected 

international student narratives for this book bring a non-western perspective that 

allows for anyone involved in US higher education to gain increased insights into how 

we serve our students.  This work contains 28 narratives written by international 

students and scholars from around the world.  This book is a unique resource for 

faculty, students, and administrators interested in learning more about the lived 

experiences of international students and scholars. 
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Foreword 
 
Lanterns Across the Sky 
 
Most of us in international education are still yet to grasp the magnitude of the 

negative impact from the COVID-19 pandemic. To justify to the administration why 

an international office needs more financial and structural support than ever during 

these difficult times, we turn to surveys, reports, statistics, and literature reviews to 

convince our colleagues why and how international education plays a vital role in 

fostering a culture of mutual understanding and empathy. Sometimes, in the midst of 

process, procedures, policies, and regulations, we deviate our focus from why we 

entered the international education to begin with: for the people, for the cultures, for 

the languages, for the cross-cultural narratives, and for the hearts. Very much like the 

lanterns across the sky that carry stories, cultures, and hopes, the book brings us back 

to the origin of our path—to create pathways for our students so that, through an 

education abroad experience, people embrace differences and comprehend, at a 

deeper level, the core of human connections. This book puts the “I” back into each 

of our story, the heart of education. 

Divided into four parts--Intercultural Struggles and Triumphs, Essential 

Mentorships and Friends, Trials with Stress or Isolation, and Research and Career 

Paths through Graduate School--, this book reminds us the narratives that are all too 

familiar to us but we did not bother to put them down on paper; the stories that rise 

about paper work and regulations; and the stories that we hear all the time in our 

offices and classrooms. It documents raw emotions from exchange students’ internal 

l struggle (“People Are People” by Nakano; “Finding Human Connections” by 

Balakerishnan; “I Don’t Belong Here” by Mocanu; “Transnational Study Abroad” by 

Richter); an honest gaze into power relations between professors and students when 

cross-cultural expectations complicate the interactions (“Power Hierarchy Between 

Teacher and Student” by Maurya; “Journey of Finding Myself” by Ren; “A Visit to 

My Mentor’s Class” by Dhungana); struggles to negotiate one’s cultural and linguistic 

identities with media-fed images (“Defying Expectation” by Gubbins; Tae Kwon Do 

in the Spiritual Capital of Morocco” by Anderson); strategies one needs to create a 

positive experience (“Social Isolation and Loneliness” by Neria-Pina; “Humans, 

Animals and Plans in Alaska” by Philip; “Back to Cuenca” by Zamora); and the 

resilience needed to survive and thrive so one can pursue a professional path in the 

host country (“An International Student Experience” by de Sousa; “It Was Not Just 

a Stomachache!” by Anand; “The Road Not Taken” by Koo).  

With writers from more than a dozen countries, this collection of stories can be 

utilized in so many ways: as a daily reminder of why we do education, international 

education for that matter; as a testimony to the beauty and triumph of human spirit, 

despite of difficult cultural and political encountering; and as a starting point of 



 

discussion with the next generation of young professionals the value of education 

abroad and how they can be the cultural ambassador for education diplomacy.  

This collection is stories of the hearts. Open your heart and soul when you read it. 

You will come away full of hope and inspirations, rejuvenated with aspirations that 

brought many of us to international education to begin with.  

 

Jia-Yi Cheng-Levine, PhD 
Dean, International Affairs & Global Engagement 

College of the Canyons, California, USA 
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Introduction 
 

International students have left a phenomenal impact on US higher education and 

study abroad. Their presence has dramatically influenced the policies and practices of 

American colleges and universities, having brought eclectic, ever-evolving learning 

approaches that come from varied nations.   

According to the Institute of International Education, 914,095 international 

students were enrolled at US colleges and universities in 2021/2022. As a result, US 

colleges and universities have been the beneficiaries of increased talent, resources, and 

good old-fashioned humanity. With the presence of international students comes 

increased globalization in the classroom and curriculum, the fostering of a diverse 

campus setting, a steady flow of the world’s top talent pool, and, economically, the 

“best bang for the buck” (more net tuition revenue per student than US students).  

This book provides an essential forum—giving primary voice to a group not 

often heard—for international students to share their unique experiences, trials, 

triumphs, and paths of acculturation in US higher education. In their own words and 

experiences, they detail how their world touches our American campus communities 

and academic settings. Filled with pathos, their narratives are steeped in angst and 

triumph, disappointment and humor, and loss and eventual victory. International 

students’ narratives selected for this book allow for anyone involved in US higher 

education to gain increased insights into how we serve our students but through the 

lens of non-westerner.   

The book includes 28 narratives written by international students and scholars 

from around the world.  These narratives are organized into four major thematic parts: 

PART I: Intercultural Struggles and Triumphs; PART II: Essential Mentorships and 

Friends; PART III: Trials with Stress or Isolation; and PART IV: Research and Career 

Paths through Graduate School.  This book is a unique resource for faculty, students, 

and administrators interested in learning more about the lived experiences of 

international students and scholars.  
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1 
People are People 

Rumiko Nakano 
    Osaka University, Japan 

“I was born and raised at a time when I was taught that Japan was my enemy. 
My first contact with the Japanese was you.” 

These were the first two lines of an autograph written by my social studies 
teacher, Mr. Ed, at a small U.S. public high school in rural Oregon. I was an 
international exchange student through a nonprofit organization exchange 
program in the 1980s. In this essay, I would like to share what I learned from 
my study-abroad experience.  

ENCOUNTER WITH MR. ED, A HIGH SCHOOL TEACHER IN A 
RURAL AREA IN THE U.S. 

On reading his statement above, I wondered if I reminded him of Pearl Harbour. 
Did he want me to ask about my view on that attack and the atomic bombs on 
two cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki? Having been born on the anniversary of 
the bombing of Nagasaki made me acutely aware of that part of the history. I 
had somehow sensed at first that this teacher was distant and more formal to 
me. He did not seem to talk to me as much as he did to other international 
students. It might have been just because of my lack of English-speaking 
capability. In any case, he was professional enough to accept me in his class. He 
made no discriminatory remarks, nor did he act unfairly toward me.  

Everything in the 1980s was different from now, and far less advanced, 
especially in information and communications technology. We had no cell 
phones, emails, internet, no free online video talks, or even personal computers. 
International phone calls were so expensive that I called my family only for 
special occasions. 

Nonetheless, such a “low-tech” environment did not bother me so much 
because I welcomed immersing myself in the English-speaking culture as the 
best way for me to improve my English communication skills. I somehow feared 
that speaking in Japanese and/or with Japanese people would jeopardize my path 
to that goal.  
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A LITTLE OBSTACLE 

I did have times when I felt isolated. Having been raised by a traditional Japanese 
family who considered reservation a virtue, I had no clue that in this new culture 
it is all right or even important to talk to people instead of waiting for someone 
else to initiate contact. 

 Life in a rural area in Oregon meant some inconvenience to me as well. 
While I was struck by the vastness of nature in my new setting, I was accustomed 
to the convenience of the big city life of Tokyo where commodities were within 
a few minutes of walking, and trains, which ran on schedule to the minute, would 
deliver me to wherever I needed to go. In Oregon, I had to ask someone for a 
ride. The closest tiny store to my host family was 6km or about an hour on foot. 

THE OBSTACLES MEDIATED BY CONNECTEDNESS NURTURED 
BY PEOPLE’S KINDNESS, SMILES, ACCEPTANCE, AND SOME OF 
MY MOTIVATION 

Regardless of the “negative elements” of inconvenience, the early aloofness of 
Mr. Ed, and feelings of isolation and loneliness, which are associated with 
depression and suicide when severe (Beutel et al., 2017; Hawkley & Cacioppo, 
2010), I recall my experience in the U.S. as very fruitful. It was probably because 
I began to feel connected to people, thanks to all the goodwill, kindness, support, 
and smiles I received as well as the stable daily life provided by my thoughtful 
host family.  

There were teachers who kindly answered my questions when I asked. The 
school counselor helped me with an explanation regarding the courses I needed 
to take for graduation, including the course taught by Mr. Ed. She even 
introduced me to one student who would help me with English. Other friends 
patiently helped me with my English and general studies as well. Some invited 
me to their homes to spend weekends together. One friend invited me to various 
activities, offering me rides countless times. My experience as an international 
student taught me the importance of having someone to ask for help and to 
disclose my concerns and needs for sustaining my own well-being. Kindness and 
helping hands provided me not only with times of fun and refreshment but also 
the sense of connectedness. Connectedness is a well-being factor (Veenhoven, 
2008). The sense of being accepted refers to integration to society, which is 
considered another well-being factor (Cohen, 2004).  

I was also very motivated to fully experience the life in the U.S., which 
represented democracy and equality to my eyes. Given that I was a senior, I 
wanted to earn a diploma from my American high school. Participation in club 
activities and my study objectives kept me busy. I had to spend much time 
consulting with a dictionary to study all the words unfamiliar to me, which also 
helped me focus.  
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A LIFELONG GIFT 

As time went by, the teacher somehow became friendly. I remember he said 
jokes to me, and even complimented my English grammar in class. It was the 
very first time I admitted the value of Japan's English education policy, which 
was to focus extremely on grammar, reading and writing then. 

Mr. Ed’s autograph concluded: 
“What you have taught me is that people are people regardless of where 

they live.” 
This message made my eyes teary. I believe his open attitude toward me 

removed his first seemingly negative impression of me that must have originated 
in the history of our two countries. He allowed himself to see me as a person, 
one individual apart from the political hostility in the past. Also, it even created 
a friendly relationship between us. If Mr. Ed had been “imprisoned” by the past, 
my experience in Oregon would not have been as fruitful as it was, even with 
those people who made me feel connected with their support, kindness, and 
acceptance.  

The message “people are people” has been one of my core education 
principals as an English instructor. English language education usually requires 
an understanding of “differences” between the students’ first language and 
English, and between the two cultures. It is, however, essential to teach the 
students that “people are people” who share some common features regardless 
of the differences. Kindness and care can bring us warmth and healing while we 
suffer from isolation and loss of loved ones. 

The spread of COVID-19 has deprived us of not only human direct 
interaction but also study-abroad opportunities in person around the world. 
Some had to leave their host countries, while others permanently had to forego 
the opportunity. Even those International students who remained in the host 
countries would have a very limited opportunity to integrate with the local 
people.  

Under such circumstances, I hope more people will offer a helping hand by 
using all kinds of technological development to connect to one another, 
especially when direct human interaction is not recommended. Such a small 
piece of action will help them not to feel isolated but more connected to people. 
I strongly hope international students and everyone around them will come to 
believe “people are people.” We can all make a difference with our 
compassionate, friendly action. A simple smile could be encouragement to serve 
as grassroots peacekeepers. “To have one good adult whom young adults can 
trust and confide in contributes to their well-being” (Dooley & Fitzgerald, 2012; 
Grossman & Bulle, 2006). Each of us can be such an adult for them.  



Cross-Cultural Narratives 

- 6 -

I regret that I never had a chance to talk about this with Mr. Ed. Instead, I 
would like to dedicate this message to all the people who were good to me in the 
US, especially in Oregon and to Mr. Ed in Heaven. 
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2 
Culture, Personal 

Development, and Intercultural 
Differences 

Susan Boafo-Arthur 
 Goodwin University, USA 

My story focuses on culture, personal development, and intercultural differences. 
In 2007, I went to study for my master’s degree in Psychology (Human 
Development) at the Norwegian University of Science and Technology (NTNU) 
as a beneficiary of the Norwegian Quota Scholarship Program. I decided to 
discuss two of my experiences during my time as an international master’s 
student in Norway. Norway was the first country outside of Ghana, (my country 
of origin), that I sojourned. Irrespective of the orientation sessions, I was 
unprepared for some aspects of being in Norway. One example of this was my 
experience with being homesick. Personally, I don’t like hot, humid weather even 
though I am from the tropics. I arrived in Norway in August 2007, and by 
October (I believe), I had experienced enough of the cold, wet, landscape of the 
Norwegian Fall. I called the International Student’s Office (ISO) and told them 
I wanted to go back to Ghana. They were quite empathetic and said I could. 
However, going back meant that I had to pay back the funds from the 
scholarship. Well, let’s say that was enough for me to decide that going to Ghana 
was not a good idea. Reflecting on this experience in hindsight, I learned that 
once the honeymoon phase of culture shock wears off, you need individuals who 
can understand what you are experiencing irrespective of whether they are from 
your background or not. I felt this was important to mention because most 
literature on culture shock and acculturation validates the notion that having 
other African mentors is important. In fact, my published journal articles and 
book chapters discuss the relevance of having mentors to guide and shape one’s 
life experiences. However, in the absence of the aforementioned, someone who 
has the empathy to understand your experiences is also a vital resource. 

The second aspect of my cultural experience that was most interesting (for 
me) was the fact that faculty at NTNU were addressed by their first names. 
Actually, I was quite surprised by this. The leader of my Master’s program was 
over 70 years old and was a full professor. And the head of department was also 
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near that age bracket. I couldn’t understand their insistence on being addressed 
by their first names. Actually, my Norwegian classmates were used to this and 
took no issue with this as it is a part of their culture and values.  Other European 
classmates did not necessarily mind. My other African classmates and myself 
were the ones who found this practice exceptionally difficult. Almost all African 
societies are patriarchal and hierarchical; status and ranks are often clear and 
distinct. You certainly did not address individuals higher up on the hierarchy by 
their first name. Such was my conundrum. In my two years at NTNU, I know 
that I consciously made an effort to not address my instructors by name because 
I just couldn’t. In emails, I would use their first names as that was the 
expectation. However, in person, I decided not to address them by their first 
names as it was such a breach of my own cultural norms. It didn’t resolve my 
discomfort, but it helped me navigate the issue in a way that lessened my anxiety 
of being on a first name basis with them. 

I chose to include the second experience I had in Norway because of my 
observations in my current position at Goodwin University. My personal 
preference is for my students to address me formally. Maybe it’s my cultural 
background; maybe it’s an expectation I have; who knows? When I was a faculty 
member at other higher education institutions (HEI’s) in the US, students did 
not address their instructors by their first names. Most students at HEI’s use the 
generic term of “professor” which connotes a recognition of the instructor’s 
role, and not one’s academic title/credentials. Therefore, it was also a bit strange 
to be at my current institution and find students on a first name basis with 
faculty. I do inform my students of my preference, even if other instructors do 
not abide by that. I have learned from these experiences that, personally, it is not 
just semantics. Embedded in these preferences is the notion of respect for the 
instructor’s role; and the work they do, not necessarily an emphasis on cultural 
norms. 

I find these experiences fascinating because outside of academic circles it 
seems American society in general responds to you differently based on how you 
present yourself. I actually conducted a social experiment on this and identified 
that in the same situation and place, I was treated differently when I presented 
myself with titles from when I presented myself  without titles.  In other 
situations, I have heard myself being labeled as a narcissist for choosing to be 
addressed in this way. The conclusion I have drawn for myself based on my 
experiences is that personal preferences trump cultural beliefs, especially if you 
are in a nation/culture that is different from yours.  
 
SUSAN BOAFO-ARTHUR graduated with a PhD from the Department of 
Counseling and Educational Psychology at Mississippi State University in 2014. 
Dr. Boafo-Arthur is an Assistant Professor at Goodwin University, Connecticut.  
Email: sboafoarthur@gmail.com 
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28 
Studying Abroad at Chonnam 

National University during the 
COVID-19 Pandemic 

 
David J. Richter 

Purdue University Northwest, USA 
 

 
The first time I was able to do a study abroad program was in 2016, which I 
ended up doing at Purdue University Northwest (PNW) in the USA. Being that 
I am from Germany, it had been a dream of mine to live in the USA for a while 
and experience what I had only been able to see from afar in movies, TV shows, 
and books. My plan was always to go to the USA for one semester and scratch 
the itch that I had for years at that point. But things turned out differently than 
what I had originally thought. Instead of satisfying my need, that itch only grew 
stronger while in the USA, and every day after I returned home to Germany. I 
started to volunteer at my school’s international office, held presentations for 
fellow students about why they should study abroad, and already planned how I 
could go abroad again, but this time for longer. The idea was to go back to PNW 
as a self-funded degree-seeking student and work towards earning a master’s 
degree, working as a teacher assistant (TA) for fee remission and also at the 
international office to support any costs that would arise. When the time for my 
bachelor’s thesis came in Germany, I unexpectedly got an offer to write it at 
Michigan State University as an exchange research assistant for one semester 
with all expenses covered. While I was back in the USA, I finalized all the things 
that needed to be done to return for my graduate degree at PNW.  

During my first stay at PNW in 2016, I was also lucky enough to make 
friends all over the world, many of which were from east Asia. This led me to be 
more and more interested in the region and I started learning Korean. Just before 
my departure to return to PNW for my master’s degree in 2019, I was awarded 
a scholarship for the summer of 2019 to go to Korea for a summer program to 
take Korean classes at Chonnam National University. 

 
MY DEGREE SEEKING PROGRAM ABROAD IN THE USA 

When I started my master’s program in the USA in the fall of 2019, I 
realized a dream I had for years. Ever after doing my first semester abroad in 
2016, I knew I wanted to experience life away from my home country for a 



Cross-Cultural Narratives 

 - 106 - 

longer period of time. A master’s degree in the USA was the goal that I set for 
myself primarily since it would be a multiyear affair and I would be able to 
finance it all by myself working on campus. Once I got accepted both into the 
program and also as a teaching assistant at the school, I was excited and ready to 
experience life in the greater Chicago area for the next two plus years. But then 
after just one semester of regular classes, COVID-19 struck and many things 
changed. 

All classes moved to online “classrooms” and going out became a risk. This 
made me move back home to Germany for about six months and I had lost a 
lot of time and missed out on forming meaningful friendships like I had done 
before. This made me long for more time abroad, since I was sadly unable to 
experience life in the U.S. the way I had hoped for in the years prior. Since I had 
planned to go to Korea over the summer to attend the next Summer School at 
CNU (which was obviously also impossible), I started looking for the next best 
thing.  

 
TRANSNATIONAL ONLINE SUMMER SCHOOL AT CHONNAM 
NATIONAL UNIVERSITY IN SOUTH KOREA 
Just before I started my master’s degree in the United States in the fall of 2019, 
I decided to attend the Chonnam National University International Summer 
School (CNUISS’19) in the summer of that year. I had previously begun to self-
study Korean in my free time and wanted to take the next step and be more 
serious about learning the language. So, I signed up for a four-week intensive 
language class at Chonnam National University in Gwangju, a city in the 
Southeast of the country. The classes were great, and I absolutely enjoyed myself, 
so I knew I had to come back to Korea even before CNUISS’19 was over. Rather 
than me being able to satisfy the itch, it intensified just like it did before. Due to 
the pandemic, however, returning to Korea became impossible and the 2020 
iteration of the program was scrapped entirely. 

As 2021 came about, the staff at CNU decided to transition the ISS from 
an all-in person program to one that was held all online. This gave me the chance 
to register again and take the next level Korean language classes as a transnational 
study abroad student. With this program being held entirely remotely however, 
I was sceptical if it would be able to replicate the joy I had with it in 2019, or if 
I would be let down by the study-abroad-from-home experience. I only had very 
little experience with online study abroad programs and was therefore worried 
that I might not be able to enjoy the abroad aspect of it, as I would be alone at 
home throughout the entire program. Classes would be held synchronously for 
3 hours at a time, 4 days a week. All my classes would be held late in the evening 
due to the time difference from PNW in the USA to CNU in Korea, which was 
another concern that I had prior to the program kicking off, because I really 
wanted to improve my Korean skills during this month of classes. All the classes 
being held remotely and late in the evening seemed as if it could become a 
hindrance for the learning process. Looking at both the academic calendar as 
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well as the cultural experience program, however, made me hopeful that 
registering for this program was the right choice. The school had put in an 
enormous amount of work to not just modify the teaching methods in a way 
that would allow for remote education, but also set up an entire months’ worth 
of cultural activities that students could experience from their respective homes. 

As the start date drew closer and closer, the first emails from the buddy 
program assignment reached my inbox. I wasn’t sure how well this buddy 
program would work out, as we would never be able to meet in person. When I 
attended CNUISS’19, my buddy group would regularly meet for lunch, dinner 
or just to hang out together. In all online CNUISS’20, however, this would not 
be possible, due to us being in different places, and on top of that, in different 
time zones too. After we had exchanged contacts, me and my team started to 
communicate and to get to know each other. With it all happening through text 
messages, things started off slow at first and would remain that way until the first 
meeting where we would finally get to see each other through video calls on 
Zoom. The Buddy Program was one of the two weekly cultural sessions, where 
we would interact with Korean students from CNU as well as other international 
participants. The Buddy Program was held every Wednesday and focused on 
Korean experiences that were set up and provided to us through a care package 
sent by the school through the mail. The first week we learned about Korean 
pop culture, the second week we created Korean style stamps using a kit that 
was sent to us. The third week we made traditional Korean food (which was 
again sent by post to all students), with the fourth week being the award and 
farewell ceremony. Saturdays were set up to be Korean Language Exchange 
sessions, with yet another group of CNU and international participants and was 
a place where we could all learn from each other, be it to improve in English or 
Korean.  

It was not long into the program that I realized that I had no reason to 
worry if this program was going to fulfil my expectations. The classes were 
engaging and interactive, even with all the barriers that COVID forced on us, 
and I learned more than I could have wished for. Not even the fact that I had to 
focus until late at night turned out to be a problem. As for the cultural side, 
which might have been even more challenging to get right, with none of us being 
able to go to the host country, I felt like they were just as well prepared and 
executed as the classes were.  

I am extremely happy that I decided to take this step and give the online 
CNUISS’21 a chance. Even though I was able to participate in study abroad 
again, my itch remains unscratched, and I am now more than ever looking 
forward to returning to Korea in person, which I would argue is a good thing. 

I am honestly surprised but very happy that I managed to academically 
improve my Korean skills considerably and make really good friends along the 
way. These are friends that I still talk to on a regular basis, even though the 
program is over, and we never got to meet in person. Throughout this process I 
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learned that while going to a country to learn the language and experience the 
culture is something I enjoy more than anything else, but there are also 
alternative ways of achieving similar results, which are in turn much cheaper, less 
time consuming, less difficult to plan for, and much easier to integrate into a full 
course of study, since you do not even need to leave your own apartment to 
participate in them. I am certain that this was not the last online study abroad 
program for me and I am excited to participate in them, instead of being 
sceptical. 

DAVID J. RICHTER is a master’s student of Computer and Information 
Technology in the College of Technology at Purdue University Northwest. His 
major research interests are in artificial intelligence, reinforcement learning, 
artificial life, evolutionary programming, and study abroad.   
Email: djrichte@pnw.edu 
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