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Abstract 

This study used appreciative inquiry (AI) as a methodological and theoretical framework 

and positive psychology theory to investigate international master’s students’ positive 

experiences, dreams, and expectations in their programs and institution to inform 

policies, programs, and practices. Although the literature describes international students’ 

mixed experiences in Canada, including developing critical thinking skills, making 

friends with other nationals, culture shock, and financial challenges, previous studies 

seldom focus on life-affirming conditions that enrich and improve such students’ 

schooling experiences. The first three stages of AI’s 4-D cycle—discovery, dream, and 

design—informed the study’s data collection methods (14 semi-structured individual 

interviews and three focus group discussions) to generate strength-based data for 

analysis, resulting in five key themes: (a) personal well-being and sense of belonging, (b) 

instructors’ pedagogical practices, (c) financial constraints and employment 

opportunities, (d) career development, and (e) policies. Based on its findings, the study 

makes six recommendations to inform international graduate student policy and practice: 

(a) allow international master’s students to study with their domestic counterparts, (b) 

increase international student diversity, (c) regularize socializing events for students and 

community members, (d) bridge the gap between theory and practice (hands-on 

experience), (e) work with all stakeholders to make international master’s students’ 

tuition fees more affordable, and (f) create on- and off-campus employment 

opportunities. Participants’ first-person accounts emphasize the need to include student 

voices in their own education and also shift the conversation from a deficit lens to a more 

positive discourse to balance the narratives around international students’ experiences.   
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

The number of international students arriving in Canada and the Global North to 

pursue higher education experienced a continuous rise into the new millennium and the 

last decade (Guo & Guo, 2017; Hou & Lu, 2017; Knight, 2012; Li et al., 2012; Lu & 

Hou, 2015; Mattis, 2019). Statistics Canada (2018) reported that the last two decades had 

seen sustained growth in the number of international students, “with their numbers 

increasing at a higher rate than that of Canadian students” (p. 1). However, with the 

ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, the increasing number of international students has seen a 

downturn due to travel restrictions and worldwide uncertainties (Keung & Teotonio, 

2020; Statistics Canada, 2020). Unsurprisingly, the International Consultants for 

Education and Fairs (ICEF, 2021) reported that for the first time in 20 years, Canada 

experienced a decline (of 17%) in international students with study permits in Canada. 

Also, a recent survey of incoming international students by IDP Connect (the B2B 

division of international education specialists) confirms the downturn: “69 per cent of 

international students with current offers from universities surveyed expect to commence 

their studies as planned. Reassuringly, for the international education sector, only 5 

percent no longer expect to commence their studies” (Duncan, 2020, para. 2).  

Both the ICEF and IDP Connect’s findings suggest a current unstable 

international student enrollment. However, I argue that the downturn is temporary and the 

momentum of prospective international students aspiring to study in Canada and 

elsewhere is still strong because the literature before the pandemic supports that. Hence, I 

maintain that although the COVID-19 pandemic is frightful and will continue to 
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destabilize the flow of international students in the early post-pandemic years, the flow of 

international students to other countries, including Canada, will not grind to a halt.  

Several studies (e.g., Ammigan, 2019; Chen, 2017; Guo & Guo, 2017) have 

attributed the continuous rise of international students to both pull and push factors, such 

as the quality and prestige of foreign education and its accompanying credentials as well 

as hope for employment while in school and beyond completion. As a former 

international student in Canada, I too was drawn to the prestige of obtaining foreign 

credentials, international work, and travel experience. In addition, the desire to improve 

both my English language speaking and writing skills played a significant role. While in 

Canada, international students have differing experiences, including challenges and high 

points. There is abundant literature on the challenges international students face in 

Canada and elsewhere, such as the pressure to do well and succeed in a new school 

environment (Ammigan & Jones, 2018; Calder et al., 2016), academic uncertainties 

(Alqudayri & Gounko, 2018; Chen & Zhou, 2019), and language difficulties (Burel et al., 

2019; Chen, 2017; Chira, 2017). Other challenges include financial issues (Calder et al., 

2016; Klodt, 2019), culture shock (Alqudayri & Gounko, 2018; Ammigan, 2019; Brevetti 

& Ford, 2017; Burel et al., 2019), and social isolation (Klodt, 2019; Zhou et al., 2017). 

On my part, financial difficulties due to the high cost of living and lack of initial on-

campus employment and culture shock were the primary concerns.  

On the other hand, there is a paucity of literature on the positive experiences of 

international students, an occurrence that is particularly frustrating for me because of the 

many high points (e.g., receiving a book award for excellence and winter clothes from a 

domestic colleague) I experienced during my international student days. In related 
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literature, the few positive experiences include the support international students receive 

from helpful supervisors (Gao, 2019), securing employment both pre- and post-education 

(Ammigan, 2019), and becoming proficient in both reading and writing in a second 

language (Andrade, 2009). Other high points include advancing critical thinking skills 

(Clerehan et al., 2012), professional development opportunities (Guo & Chase, 2011), 

making friends with international and domestic students (Amos & Lordly, 2014), and 

being satisfied with their courses (Arkoudis et al., 2019). However, the discussions on the 

aforementioned high points are few and far between and implicit at best. Most studies of 

international students’ experience have amplified the challenges at the expense of what 

gives joy to these students, making it imperative to research the conditions that provide a 

positive learning experience for international students.   

I was drawn to this research primarily because I believed many positive 

experiences made international students feel alive in their studies as they stayed in a 

foreign country, as a result, I felt that research should unearth these life-affirming 

moments to inform policy and practice and to enrich the literature. In addition, the 

literature backed research that amplifies students’ voices to create and sustain change 

initiatives (Bergmark & Kostenius, 2018; Burel et al., 2019; Cook-Sather, 2006; Gao, 

2019; Klodt, 2019). Given the mixed experiences and the large number of international 

students in Canada (Chira, 2017; Gao, 2019), it was both timely and vital that I used 

appreciative inquiry (AI), a strength-based approach to conducting research (Cooperrider 

& Srivastva, 1987), to explore international master’s students’ positive experiences, 

dreams, and expectations in their respective programs and institution.   

 



4 

 

Purpose Statement and Research Questions 

The purpose of my research was to consider the positive voices—both evident and 

nuanced—of international master’s students, as expressed through their thoughts, 

impressions, and viewpoints, to inform policies and programs of universities in Ontario. 

This study stemmed from a dearth of studies that focused on international students’ 

positive experiences and by the call of scholars (e.g., Ammigan, 2019; Burel et al., 2019; 

Klodt, 2019) who argue that institutions could support learners better if they asked 

students what they needed to enhance their learning experience. According to the 

literature, identifying and using the voices of learners represent a crucial step in 

expanding and meeting the support needs of students (Bergmark & Kostenius, 2018; Gao, 

2019; Klodt, 2019; Mitra, 2004). The literature corresponding to AI and international 

students indicates that one of the best ways to foster positive change is to actively seek 

and include the ideas, suggestions, and voices of those whose interest it is that policies 

are formulated to serve (Ammigan & Jones, 2018; Bergmark & Kostenius, 2018; 

Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005; Klodt, 2019). For example, Klodt (2019) argues that “the 

most important way for universities to discover how to best serve international students, 

is by seeking the information directly from the students” (pp. 98−99). Klodt’s argument 

is a timely reminder to universities that in addition to the established protocols aimed at 

enhancing the experiences of international students, postsecondary institutions may 

obtain innovative and invaluable data from these same students on what is working well 

for them and how universities can best support their studies away from home. Given that 

premise, this study was uniquely placed because it fostered inquiry into inspirational 

international master’s student experiences, unearthed their expectations, and generated 

new ideas from students to inspire positive change in higher and international education. 
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Ultimately, the findings of this research may inspire institutions to be more proactive in 

formulating policies and executing practices that may keep international students spirited 

in pursuit of their degrees and other concomitant benefits that come with studying abroad.  

Based on my experience as a former international graduate student at a college in 

Ontario, the literature on international students, the AI methodology, and the AI and 

positive psychology theories that grounded this research, this study’s two primary 

questions were the following:  

1. What are international master’s students’ positive experiences when completing 

their graduate programs in Ontario?  

2. How do international master’s students envision/imagine their educational 

experiences in their graduate programs?    

Two sets of secondary research questions (i.e., online focus group and semi-structured 

interviews with the same questions) supported the topic and primary questions (see 

Appendices D and E).  

Rationale of the Research 

The rationale for this dissertation topic was to identify the experiences, dreams, 

and expectations of international master’s students that fostered effective graduate 

programs (Alqudayri & Gounko, 2018; Burel et al., 2019; Klodt, 2019) in Ontario. 

Research indicates that when students feel a sense of belonging in the social context of 

the institution, they do well (Bergmark & Kostenius, 2009, 2018; Burel et al., 2019; 

Cook-Sather, 2006; Chen & Zhou, 2019; Mitra, 2004). Therefore, I argue that it may be 

beneficial for universities that receive international students to seek the positive 

experiences, dreams, and expectations of this student demographic from the outset. Also, 

I believe that this important research may benefit the wider educational community in the 
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following ways: First, this study has brought to life past and present events that 

international master’s students appreciate and want more of, giving the leaders of 

graduate programs and institutions insights into best international student educational 

experiences and practices. Second, the research may help faculties and institutions re-

evaluate their policies towards international students. Third, and in line with Bushe’s 

(2007) observation that “the core of AI is generativity” (p. 30), this study has confirmed 

best practices and generated new ideas to inform policies affecting international graduate 

students in universities in Ontario. Finally, the study contributes to the literature on 

international students’ positive experiences and expectations in universities in Ontario. 

All the above reasons substantiated the need for this study as it has the potential for 

educational programs to better respond to areas identified by the international master’s 

student participants. 

Researcher Self-Reflexivity 

Over a decade ago, I arrived in Canada as an international student with lots of 

confidence in advancing my education in a country that is documented to be safe and 

welcoming to all nationalities (Canadian Bureau for International Education [CBIE], 

2018; Klodt, 2019). Despite initial critical challenges, my confidence in succeeding in my 

international studies did not wane. I enjoyed my studies, and when I finally found on-

campus employment, life became much better. One of my positive stories is at a time that 

I could not secure any on-campus employment, I was so fortunate to build an 80+ 

average in all my first and second semester courses, giving me the opportunity to tutor 

four colleagues of my cohort—three international students and one domestic student. As 

a former professional teacher in the Ghana Education Service, tutoring my colleagues 

helped me maintain and further develop my pedagogical skills while expanding my 
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knowledge in the courses I tutored. I prepared in advance the areas of concern identified 

by my colleague/students, met face-to-face with them, and supported their learning 

positively. In hindsight, the tutoring opportunity my program gave me was my first 

Canadian “teaching experience,” for which I will forever be grateful. At the tail end of 

my coursework, I was also fortunate to find a paid internship with a school board. The 

best part of my international studies in Canada happened on my first day at the college 

during the international students’ orientation: I met my life partner who was also an 

international student and had arrived in the country only 3 days ahead of me. Together, 

we have two beautiful children, ages 11 and 9. We are a happy young family with a lot of 

confidence and positive images directing us into our dream future (Cooperrider & 

Whitney, 2005). Personally, the positive experiences I had during my international 

student days inspired me to undertake this research.  

Agee (2009) notes that most doctoral candidates with whom he has worked 

“begin thinking about a study based on a deep interest in a topic they have already begun 

exploring” (p. 433). Like most of Agee’s doctoral students, I conducted independent 

research after my master’s program as a freelancer on recently graduated Black 

international graduate students and presented aspects of that work at the 2016 

Decolonizing Conference organized by the Centre for Integrative Anti-Racism Studies at 

the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education of the University of Toronto. During my 

presentation, titled Black African International Graduate Teaching Assistants’ 

Experience of Racialization (Ankomah, 2016), I shared participants’ experiences of 

racialization when performing their teaching assistant duties for the mainly White 

students they were assigned to support. Findings of my independent research (e.g., 
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generally, international students had positive attitudes towards their institution, but these 

were marred by racism any time they assumed their roles as Black teaching assistants) 

also inspired me to consider conducting another study to look at what gives life to 

international students in the face of challenges. Therefore, the positive attitude of 

participants of the 2016 study towards their institution irrespective of the challenging 

encounters in the teaching assistant duties was a motivating factor in using a positive lens 

for this study. In addition, my background as a teacher and a former international student 

and a current domestic student energizes me to seek better ways to enhance the quality of 

life of all students, especially the minoritized group, including international master’s 

students.  

In addition to my experience conducting research with international students, my 

interest in the current research is also borne out by my (former) status as an international 

student who continues to benefit from the decision to study abroad (e.g., attaining 

Canadian citizenship and learning at the doctoral level). Further, the encouraging 

experience of using AI in conducting research (Ankomah, 2019a, 2019b; Ankomah et al., 

2018) influenced my decision to explore the dissertation’s topic, deploying this strength-

based approach (Anderson, 2004; Cockell & McArthur-Blair, 2012; Kozik, 2018) to 

inquire into what is working well for international students and also envision an 

exceptional international student experience. The literature on AI gave me the belief and 

confidence that this study would generate invaluable data to answer the research 

questions, support the data analysis, and meet the purpose and rationale of the study 

(Bergmark & Kostenius, 2018; Duckins, 2017; Hammond, 2013; He, 2013; He & 

Oxendine, 2019).  
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As a former international student, I admit that I have a personal interest in the well-

being of this student demographic, and I believe that the current research may help in that 

direction. However, I also understand that international students have different experiences 

and opportunities, and mine could be similar but not the same as every international 

student. Further, I am aware of the many challenges international students encounter in 

pursuit of their studies; and I am also aware of some of the quality experiences that 

combine to make life better for international students. Clearly, my lived experience as an 

international student greatly influenced my choice of topic, questions, theories, 

methodology, and in fact, the entire research process. To minimize my bias in this research, 

I trusted the AI process and allowed the literature and data from participants to advance the 

research. For example, instead of using an a priori approach in which themes were 

predetermined (Tilley, 2016), I allowed themes to emerge from participants’ stories, a 

position encouraged by AI researchers (Cockell & McArthur-Blair, 2012; Cooperrider et 

al., 2008). Given the above premise, my decision to study this topic was not about me 

anymore. Instead, it was about the thousands of international students who dream of adding 

value to their academic and professional development through international education. It 

was also about the thousands of institutions that receive international students and seek to 

give their best to these students (University of Alberta, 2019; University of Toronto, 

2018). In view of the above reasons, I was convinced that this study might be beneficial 

both to international students and the institutions that receive them. 

Operational Definitions 

In the context of my dissertation, I operationalize the concepts of AI, appreciate, 

exceptional experience, feeling alive, inquiry, international graduate student, positive 

change, and positive psychology as described below. 
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Appreciative Inquiry 

In this research, the meaning of AI is in line with the definition provided by David 

Cooperrider and Suresh Srivastva (1987). They defined AI as “both a search for 

knowledge and a theory of intentional collective action which are designed to help evolve 

the normative vision and will of a group, organization, or society as a whole” (p. 152). 

Based on this definition, I used AI as both a theory and a methodology to discover the best 

of the experiences of international master’s students in the institution where this study took 

place. The AI lens also allowed participants to collectively (in the focus group discussions) 

envision what could be an exceptional international student experience for them. Besides, 

AI provided participants the positive platform to propose concrete actions that institutional 

leaders could take to enhance the schooling experience of international students. Finally, as 

a strength-based approach to conducting research, in this study, I made an intentional effort 

through AI to collect and analyze participants’ stories of best experiences and expectations 

in their international education to inform policy and program and enrich the literature. 

Appreciate 

Appreciate in my research means valuing and recognizing the best and the high 

points in a given circumstance, scenario, or situation. It includes affirming “past and 

present strengths, successes, and potentials; to perceive those things that give life (health, 

vitality, excellence) to living systems” (Cooperrider et al., 2008, p. 1).  

Exceptional Experience 

In the research, exceptional experience means an experience of the highest quality 

(Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005). In other words, exceptional experiences make students 

feel a sense of belonging (Chen & Zhou, 2019) and be respected, supported, and 

appreciated in their master’s program and by faculty members. Also, it is a positive 
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experience that makes international graduate students feel satisfied for taking the 

initiative to study abroad.  

Feeling Alive 

In the research, feeling alive encompasses students’ sense of belonging in their 

program, faculty, and institution—that is, the extent to which their values and knowledge 

in the program are welcomed, respected, and included (Chen & Zhou, 2019; Cockell & 

McArthur-Blair, 2012). It is also about their energy flow and how they feel joyful and 

heard (Buchanan, 2014; Cooperrider et al., 2008; He & Oxendine, 2019) while embracing 

challenges and adapting to change in their new educational setting.  

Inquiry 

In this study, inquiry means to explore, discover, and “ask questions; to be open 

to seeing new potentials and possibilities” (Cooperrider et al., 2008, p. 1). Therefore, 

inquiry encompassed the entire research process in which I employed AI and positive 

psychology theories and AI methodology to frame the study’s research questions.   

International Graduate Students 

The UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS, 2020) defines international students as 

“students who have crossed a national or territorial border for the purpose of education 

and are now enrolled outside their country of origin” (para. 1). Similar to the UNESCO 

definition, Statistics Canada (2010) defines international students in Canada as the “non-

Canadian students who do not have ‘permanent resident’ status and have had to obtain 

the authorization of the Canadian government to enter Canada with the intention of 

pursuing an education” (para. 1). The above definitions indicate that international 

students are students with permission to study in a country other than their own, and they 

are neither permanent residents nor citizens of the country they currently study. 
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Therefore, an international graduate student in this study means non-Canadian students 

who were neither permanent residents nor citizens but had permission from the Canadian 

government to pursue studies higher than the bachelor or first-degree level.   

Positive Change 

In this study, positive change refers to any form of change that benefits or 

enhances (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005) the schooling experience of international 

graduate students in their program, faculty, and institution. It is a change that boosts 

international students’ confidence, happiness, and general well-being in their programs 

and institution. The effect of positive change is visible for participants to have the 

language to express their feelings and results about the change. 

Positive Psychology 

Like the meaning of AI, in this study, positive psychology refers to the 

intentional search for life-affirming conditions that inspired international students to 

remain happy and engaged in their studies despite the challenges they encounter 

(Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). It is also about using strength-based language to 

reflect and express what works for international students.   

Scope, Limitations, and Recommendations for Future Research 

The overarching focus of this research was to consider the positive voices of 

international master’s students to inform policies and practices of universities in Ontario 

and enrich the literature on international education. Therefore, by adopting AI and 

positive psychology theories as the conceptual and theoretical framework and AI 

methodological framework for the research, I inquired primarily into what was working 

well and what participants envisioned as a quality international graduate student 
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experience. The final part of the study focused on concrete actions institutional leaders 

could take to enhance the schooling experience of international master’s students. I used 

focus groups and semi-structured interviews informed by literature related to 

international students and the theories and methodology grounding the study to collect 

data for analysis. It is also significant to point out that although AI focuses on “the best of 

what is … what might be … what should be, and how to empower, learn, and adjust” 

(Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005, p. 16), AI does not disregard the challenges and problems 

participants want to be noticed and addressed. In fact, Cockell and McArthur-Blair 

(2012), Cooperrider and Whitney (2005), Reed (2007), and Whitney and Trosten-Bloom 

(2003, 2010) argue that AI does not ignore the problems of participants and institutions; 

instead, it employs inclusive and respectful practices to address participants’ concerns. 

As a result, my research included and analyzed any challenges, issues, or problems 

participants raised. 

In this research, I acknowledge that this is but one part of the process that seeks to 

enrich the discourse on the international student experience in higher education. The 

study, therefore, cannot entirely encompass nuances that have yet to be explored by other 

researchers. Also, this research focuses solely on international master’s students in a 

Southern Ontario university, which means that the findings cannot be generalized. In that 

regard, other researchers may consider similar studies with, for example, female, male, 

racial and ethnic minority, or sexual minority international students. Better still, a 

quantitative approach with descriptive questions could also be used by other researchers 

to expand the sample size and use statistical figures and graphs to describe the results to 

increase the generalizability of the findings. Also, as a student researcher and an outsider 
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to the institution where this study took place, I did not have the opportunity to work with 

the leadership to implement the concrete propositions made by participants. Nevertheless, 

I believe that because I will be sharing an executive summary of this study with 

institutional leaders across Ontario, the findings will remain an invaluable resource for 

them when revising and formulating new policies.  

Another limitation of this study was my inability to meet face-to-face in a 

physical environment due to the pandemic to observe nonverbal cues to enrich the data. 

However, as I detail further in Chapter 4, although the Microsoft Teams video was 

blocked to add an extra layer of participant confidentiality, both the individual interviews 

and focus group discussions felt real. In addition, the AI and positive psychology lenses 

created a convivial atmosphere in which the participants and I built trust and felt 

confident interacting. Overall, I agree with Cooperrider and Whitney (2005) and 

Cooperrider et al. (2008) that there are multiple ways of knowing, and each of them is 

valid in its own terms. Therefore, I believe that the limitations identified above do not 

diminish the significance of this study and the contributions already being made to the 

international community (Ankomah, 2021a, 2021b). 

Organization of Chapters 

This dissertation is organized into six chapters. Chapter 1 includes an introduction 

to the study, its purpose statement and research questions, and rationale. It also includes a 

statement of researcher self-reflexivity, operational definitions of terms, scope, 

limitations, and recommendations for future research, and organization of chapters. 

Chapter 2 presents a review of the literature related to the benefits of international 

students to government and institutions and the pull and push factors that spark an 

interest in international studies. Chapter 2 also focuses on the challenging and positive 
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experiences of international students in the host institution. Chapter 3 presents the study’s 

theoretical and conceptual framework. The chapter provides a detailed account of AI and 

positive psychology theories and explains why these lenses were selected. The principles 

underpinning the AI theory are also discussed. In Chapter 4, attention is turned to the 

methodology and procedures. The research design and a detailed account of the AI 

methodological framework encompassing the 4-D cycle of discovery, dream, design, and 

destiny are presented and diagrammatically illustrated. Chapter 4 also presents the 

research population and procedure for participant selection (i.e., snowball sampling), 

demographic information, data collection methods (i.e., AI individual interviews and 

focus group discussions), the data interpretation process, ethical considerations, and 

restatement of the purpose of the study. Chapter 5 covers the study’s key findings and 

discussions. Chapter 6, the final chapter, encompasses six recommendations to improve 

international master’s students schooling experience. Chapter 6 ends with the study’s 

conclusion.   
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The chapter comprises a review of related literature that contextualizes this study 

of international master’s students’ positive experiences in an Ontario university. The 

review encompassed international students as a reliable resource for government and 

institutions, the pull and push factors that inspire or force students to leave their home 

countries to pursue further studies abroad, and the challenging and positive experiences 

of international students in Canada. Before delving into the literature on the identified 

themes, I first discuss three Canadian universities’ strategic plans for international 

students. 

Strategic Plans for International Students: University of Toronto,  

University of Alberta, and Brock University 

An extensive search of many Canadian university websites—including Brock 

University, the University of Alberta, and the University of Toronto—reveals that 

educational institutions have developed international strategic plans (ISPs) to meet the 

needs of the burgeoning number of international students they receive annually. In 

searching through the ISPs of Canadian universities, I observed that the ISPs are similar 

in intent; that is, they are formulated with the focus of institutions giving their best to 

international students. All the universities that receive international students have 

designated services that directly assist international students in transitioning to the host 

institution. For example, there is housing information, language and academic support, 

and orientation ceremonies to help students feel comfortable in their new educational 

environment and country. Such international service offices also respond to the questions 

and concerns of the international students regarding visa extensions, work permits, and 
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other issues. Therefore, I highlight the ISPs of a medium-sized and two large institutions 

mentioned above to represent universities in Ontario and beyond. In the University of 

Toronto’s (U of T’s) ISP, the institution prides itself as “a truly global university” (U of 

T, 2018, p. 3) that attracts and recruits students from over 165 countries. The U of T’s 

plan states that “as the University of Toronto recruits leading students from around the 

world, we also continue to focus on supporting these students for success, and ensuring 

they are engaged early in their time at the university and often before they arrive” (p. 7). 

The U of T’s commitment to international students’ success is impressive, and I am 

excited to see such an elaborate plan to enhance international student success. In its ISP, 

the University of Alberta (U of A) articulates that “we are committed to offering our 

international students the best possible support throughout their academic career at the 

University of Alberta” (U of A, 2019, p. 5). Like the U of T’s ISP, the U of A’s is 

detailed and welcoming of international students already at these institutions and those 

yet to come. Truly, I praise the efforts of these institutions to create a conducive 

environment for international students to thrive on their campuses and beyond.  

Further, Brock University’s Faculty of Education (FOE, 2019) proposes to put 

students first in its 5-year strategic plan. In Brock University’s strategic plan, the 

institution acknowledges that “Brock’s future success is grounded in meeting students’ 

needs” (Brock University, 2018, p. 5). Although both Brock University’s FOE’s and the 

institution’s strategic plans do not explicitly identify specific support for international 

student success, they theorize about fostering an exceptional student experience, which I 

believe includes international students. My research aligns with the aforementioned 

strategic plans to enhance the schooling experience of domestic and international 

students. If it is not already done, then Canadian universities are encouraged to actively 
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seek the positive voices of prospective and current students and alumni international 

students when creating and revising their strategic plans. My argument is based on the 

numerous informal conversations I have had with current and former international 

students before, during, and after my college and master’s programs. As the findings of 

this research and other scholars observe, international students want their voices fully 

represented and respected at the policy level (Ankomah, 2016; Burel et al., 2019; Klodt, 

2019). Similar to Chen and Zhou’s (2019) findings, many international students want to 

feel a part of their institutions. As argued by Chen and Zhou, 

A perceived sense of belonging is beneficial to the well-being of [international] 

students in terms of their emotional, motivational, and academic functioning. It 

helps to reduce anxiety, distress, and thoughts of dropping out while enabling 

students to address challenges with confidence. (p. 58) 

Chen and Zhou’s argument adds to the call for research that advocates including 

students’ voices in decisions that ultimately affect students (Bergmark & Kostenius, 

2009, 2018; Burel et al., 2019; Klodt, 2019; Mitra, 2004). As experienced students in 

master’s programs, surely, international students know what they need to enjoy their 

schooling experience away from home, and Chen and Zhou’s study highlights the crucial 

role the feeling of a sense of belonging has on the psyche of international students. Now, 

I explore the literature on international students.    

International Students as a Reliable Resource for Canadian  

Government and Institutions 

As already stated, international students continued to arrive in Canada and the 

Global North in large numbers prior to the COVID-19 pandemic to advance their 

educational goals and professional careers. According to the ICEF (2019), “the number of 
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foreign students studying in the country [Canada] rose 16.25% last year [2018], marking 

a third consecutive year of double-digit growth and an overall increase of 73% in the five 

years since 2014” (para. 2). In absolute numbers, we look at 2017 figures at 492,545 and 

2018 moving up to 572,415 (ICEF, 2019), with the difference being 79,870. In effect, the 

16.25% (i.e., 79,870 students) increase of international students to Canada in 1 year 

represents significant revenue flowing into the coffers of institutions and various levels of 

the Canadian government (Keung & Teotonio, 2020; Statistics Canada, 2020). The 

2018/2019 figures show a similar rising trend with El-Assal (2020) reporting in CIC 

News that “Canada’s international student population has tripled over the past decade to 

642,000 in 2019” (para. 1), becoming the third-highest destination for international 

students. Curry (2020) puts the total number of international students in Canada in 

December 2019 at 642,480. However, we should not forget that these numbers are not 

just figures; they are real people who have made a journey with the hope of enhancing 

their life chances through international education. As a result, host institutions and 

countries are responsible for the well-being of these international students (Ammigan, 

2019; Brevetti & Ford, 2017; Klodt, 2019). 

Lu and Hou (2015) also quantify the recent influx of international students to 

Canada: 

The number of international students in Canada rose steadily between the early 

1990s and the early 2010s. Between 1990 and 1994, Canada received 

approximately 158,000 international students (an annual average of 

approximately 31,000). By the end of the period from 2005 to 2009, the number 

of international students doubled to approximately 340,000 (an annual average of 

approximately 68,000), and by 2010 to 2013, the number reached 385,000 (an 
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annual average of about 96,000). (p. 2) 

The statistical figures provided by Lu and Hou suggest that Canadian schools remain 

attractive to international students, and the recent rise in their numbers appears certain to 

continue post-COVID-19 pandemic. Moreover, the steady rise, notwithstanding the 

temporary disruptions due to the COVID-19 uncertainties and restrictions in the 

international student population, is welcoming news for many universities and colleges 

because it helps Canadian institutions raise enough revenue to fund their programs 

(Ammigan, 2019; Chira, 2017; Klodt, 2019; Statistics Canada, 2019).  

For the Canadian government, there is added incentive to attract international 

students due in part to the economic contributions these students make to the overall 

gross domestic product (GDP) of the country (Government of Canada, 2019; Zhou & 

Zhang, 2014). For example, in his introduction to Canada’s International Education 

Strategy (2019-2024), the then Honourable James Gordon Carr reported that “in 2018, 

international students in Canada contributed an estimated $21.6 billion to Canada’s GDP, 

and supported almost 170,000 jobs for Canada’s middle class” (Government of Canada, 

2019, Message from the Minister of International Trade Diversification section, para. 4). 

The minister’s encouraging figures indicate that, like domestic students, international 

students constitute a significant demographic of Canadian schools and the general 

population. Given the economic significance of international students to the Canadian 

government, Canada’s international education strategy is formulated to attract 

international students to help develop the economy and strengthen ties with countries 

these students come from (Alqudayri & Gounko, 2018; Ammigan, 2019; U of A, 2019; U 

of T, 2018).      
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 In her 2012 article entitled “Student Mobility and Internationalization: Trends 

and Tribulations,” Jane Knight explores the concepts of “brain drain” and “brain gain.” 

Knight (2012) argues that some of the very well-educated students and professionals 

from the Global South are lost temporarily and often permanently to the Global North for 

education and employment reasons. As pointed out by Knight, the “brain drain” is a loss 

to the source nation because students and professionals trained with the resources of one 

country move out with their knowledge, skills, values, and financial resources to another 

country, becoming a “brain gain” and a welcome benefit to the receiving or host nation. 

According to Knight, the “brain drain” and “gain” is sure to continue, and as she observes, 

It is impossible to gaze into a crystal ball to forecast the future, but if the 

experiences of the last decade are harbingers of the future, it is likely that the 

competition for the brightest students and scholars will only increase, bringing 

with it benefits for some countries and higher education institutions and losses for 

others. (p. 28) 

In the above quotation, Knight points out the sustained unfair practices of countries and 

institutions of the West using, for example, scholarships, funding packages, and 

employment opportunities to attract and retain well-educated professionals and brighter 

students from the Global South. The disturbing part of Knight’s assertion is the length to 

which Western countries and institutions compete against each other to recruit the 

brightest international students and scholars.  

I am one of those students originally from the Global South who a Canadian 

college recruited in 2007 for a post-graduate certificate program. In February 2007, I 

attended a “Study in Canada” educational fair organized by the Canadian High 
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Commission of Ghana for Ghanaian students who wanted to study in Canada and work 

temporarily after graduation. The international student recruiter of the college was 

excited to discover that I was a First Class/Honours student. Within weeks, I received an 

offer of admission, and a few months later, I applied and obtained a study permit, arrived 

in Canada, and began my first semester. Everything went fast, and at the time, I did not 

think of myself as a “brain loss” to Ghana and a “brain gain” for Canada. Now more than 

ever, I can easily see the brain and resource loss to Ghana, my native land. For example, 

the Ghanaian government gave me 3 years of teacher-trainee allowance for an initial 

teaching certificate and 4 years of study leave with pay to complete my B.Ed. A year 

after my B.Ed., I left for further studies in Canada and have since become a Canadian. 

My story fits the “brain drain/gain” narrative Knight discusses because, after the 

Ghanaian government’s massive investments in my education, I am living in Canada, 

working, studying, and paying all my taxes to the Canadian government with nothing 

going to the Government of Ghana.     

Other studies (e.g., Ammigan, 2019; Chen, 2017; Colleges and Institutes Canada, 

2019) and the ISPs mentioned in this chapter also highlight the competition among 

countries and institutions for international students, confirming the value placed on this 

growing student demographic. The competition may persist due to the continuous 

shrinking of government funds to institutions (Altbach & Knight, 2007; Calder et al., 

2016; Chen, 2017), and the recent tuition cut by the Conservative government in Ontario 

is a prime example of how universities and colleges are forced to do more with less 

(Redden, 2019; Rushowy, 2019). As a consequence, universities and colleges are seeking 

revenues from elsewhere to continue running the programs they offer, and international 
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students remain a viable option (Altbach & Knight, 2007; Chen, 2017). Keung and 

Teotonio (2020) report that before the COVID-19 pandemic, Canadian universities 

generated about $6 billion in tuition (excluding revenue from student rent, dining, and 

book sales) annually from international students. Although the pandemic is threatening 

Canadian institutions’ revenue flow, prospective and incoming international students are 

poised to study abroad (Duncan, 2020; ICEF, 2020; Thevenot, 2020). The number of 

international students may be fluctuating, but at the same time, international students 

have proven to be an excellent source of funds for these institutions (Statistics Canada, 

2019). For instance, Statistics Canada (2019) revealed that “the most recent available data 

from 2016/2017 show that nationally, international undergraduate tuition fees accounted 

for roughly 30% of total undergraduate tuition fee revenues” (p. 3). Thirty percent is a 

significant portion of universities’ revenue, and it remains to be seen if the pandemic can 

completely disrupt the revenue flow from international students.  

As the COVID-19 pandemic rages on, many Canadian universities and colleges 

have moved most of their courses online (Loriggio, 2020; Ross, 2020), and I believe that 

the online platform gives these universities a better option at maintaining their global 

reach, appeal, and cash flow. In a recent CTV News report, Loriggio (2020) noted that 

“several universities—including McGill University, the University of British Columbia 

and the University of Ottawa—have unveiled broad plans for the fall that centre on 

offering classes primarily online” (para. 2). As already stated, moving online in these 

uncertain times is perhaps the best scenario for universities to prevent wiping out a year 

or two of international student inflow and education. Wong et al. (2020) interviewed 

three U of T international students to determine how they adjusted to the COVID-19 
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pandemic. Wong et al. found that as much as the students could not wait to come back to 

the U of T campus to enjoy face-to-face learning opportunities with their colleagues, they 

were excited about the opportunity to complete their courses online and maintain their 

friendships via the many social media platforms. 

Nevertheless, the uncertainties will continue to present unimaginable challenges 

for international students, institutions, and governments, and it will be up to all 

stakeholders of international education to work in concert for a better response that will 

benefit all of them. The silver lining for both incoming international students who 

received their visas before March 18, 2020, and Canadian academic institutions is that the 

Government of Canada has removed travel restrictions from these international students 

(Government of Canada, 2020). Furthermore, the travel exemptions granted to the 

2020/2021 international student cohort suggests that universities and colleges will do, at 

least, “all right” with the revenue they generate from international students, and this 

student cohort will remain a viable resource for the Canadian government and 

educational institutions in the foreseeable future. Below is a look at some of the reasons 

international students continue to come to Canada despite the cost and other challenges. 

Pull and Push Factors of Student Migration 

Before I discuss the pull and push factors that influence international students to 

leave their home countries to pursue international studies, I will outline some of the 

factors that influenced my decision to study abroad. The first factor was potential 

employment opportunities both during and after my studies (Ammigan, 2019). I was 

enticed by Canadian institutions and the government’s permission to allow international 

students the opportunity to work a few hours (10) on campus and later, off-campus (20 
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hours) while they study. Another employment-related decision was the 1-year work 

permit I would receive to enable me to work should I study in Canada. For me, the work 

permit influenced about 50% of my decision because, at the time, I believed that I would 

be able to work and accrue all the money I may have spent while earning my graduate 

certificate. Another reason I chose Canada was that tuition here was relatively more 

affordable than in other countries (Bodycott & Lai, 2012; Chen, 2017) I considered. 

Further, the program I enrolled in was precisely what I wanted at that point in my 

academic career. The internship attached to the program was so irresistible for me 

because of the hands-on experience I would receive from a mentor. In addition, I was 

aware of Canada’s official status as a culturally diverse country, which for me suggested 

that Canadians respected and embraced diversity (CBIE, 2018; Klodt, 2019). Finally, I 

wanted a new challenge, something different from classroom teaching, so I was prepared 

to move somewhere, anywhere, to try something new. Frankly, as seen in the literature, 

many of the same factors that made Canada attractive to me have also influenced many of 

the international students who are here today. Likewise, similar conditions may draw 

other prospective international students too. This leads me to discuss related literature 

about the pull and push factors that influence international students to study abroad. 

The cost of international studies in Canada is not cheap, and according to 

Anderson (2015), international students “typically pay three to four times that of 

domestic students” (p. 168) and Klodt (2019) adds that “tuition costs are, on average, 

over three times more expensive” (p. 21). Regardless of the high tuition, international 

students are not deterred and continue to enroll in Canadian institutions of higher 

learning. The literature indicates that so-called pull and push factors account for the 
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movements of students from one country to another (Bodycott & Lai, 2012; Chen, 2017; 

Guo & Guo, 2017; Li & Tierney, 2013; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). Push factors of 

student migration include conditions that motivate students to leave their home countries 

(Li & Tierney, 2013; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) explain that 

push factors “operate within the source country and initiate a student’s decision to 

undertake international study” (p. 82). Given the explanation offered by Mazzarol and 

Soutar, the question then becomes: What factors push students to decide and leave their 

own families, friends, schools, opportunities, and home countries to settle in other 

countries either temporarily or long term for further studies? Some of the answers are not 

far-fetched. Examples show that inadequate employment opportunities in one’s own 

country can make it easier for students to go overseas to get a better job after studies 

(Bodycott & Lai, 2012; Chen, 2017). Another push factor is unstable political climate 

(Guo & Guo, 2017; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). Political instability can negatively affect 

students’ vision, so it is not surprising that some students decide to leave their cultures 

and families to continue their educational development in a more stable country. Some 

students’ desire for an opportunity to learn English from native speakers (Chen, 2017) is 

another push factor. With English fast becoming important in the globalized world, it 

makes sense for students who can afford the cost to take advantage of international 

studies. I remember how I could not wait to arrive in Canada, pick up the Canadian 

accent, and go back home to brag about my new way of speaking the English language. 

However, 14 years later, I still have my beautiful Ghanaian accent because upon arriving 

in Canada, I soon realized that accent was one thing that defined and distinguished me 

from other Canadians and Black people in particular.  
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On the other hand, pull factors affecting student migration are the conditions in a 

foreign institution or country that attract prospective international students (Bodycott & 

Lai, 2012; Li & Tierney, 2013; Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). Again, Mazzarol and Soutar 

(2002) observe that “pull factors operate within a host country to make that country 

relatively attractive to international students” (p. 82). Similar to one of my decisions to 

study abroad, Calder et al. (2016) and Klodt (2019) argue that many international 

students select Canada because they have heard that it is a safe country and that the 

tuition and cost of living are relatively cheaper compared to other countries. These 

scholars add that international students also believe Canada has specific programs to 

support their educational goals (e.g., internships, placements, or practicums). In addition 

to the above, the CBIE’s 2018 national survey revealed that pull factors such as Canada’s 

reputation as a tolerant and safe country influenced many international students to select 

Canada over other countries. In the same study, the CBIE (2018) confirms that  

Students choose their study destination based on a variety of factors including 

academic reputation, flexibility and duration of programs, the international 

prestige of a qualification from a particular country/institution, admission 

policies, permanent migration and employment opportunities, cultural/linguistic 

links and financial considerations. (p. 5) 

From the CBIE study and other studies discussed in this section, it can be argued that the 

international community highly regards Canadian institutions. This status will continue to 

pull many international students to come and experience the educational opportunities 

here and the nation’s cultural, economic, and social life. The CBIE survey findings are 

accurate because I am a living testimony of the many international students who go on to 

become naturalized citizens. It should be underscored that such pull and push factors are 
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not mutually exclusive; instead, they intersect on many fronts, making a condition such 

as the prestige of foreign credentials applicable in both ways (Li & Tierney, 2013).  

Challenging Experiences of International Students in Canada 

Three of the many challenging experiences of international students—i.e., high 

cost of housing, cultural differences and culture shock, and difficulty in social and 

academic integration—in Canada are discussed below.   

High Cost of Housing 

Finding a new place to live and call home, albeit temporarily, is critical for the 

successful education of international students. Usually, the decision to travel overseas for 

further studies is made solely by the student and sometimes with their family (Chen, 

2017; Stevenson & Bland, 2017). Once international students gain admission, receive 

their visas, and arrive in Canada, they soon realize that accommodation takes a 

significant portion of their living expenses (Calder et al., 2016; Klodt, 2019), something 

the CBIE also captures in its 2018 survey. For international students, affordability and 

accessibility are huge factors that determine their state of mind in the classroom (CBIE, 

2018), and I argue that host institutions and countries should ensure that accommodation 

remains affordable to international students and their domestic counterparts. As Chen 

(2017) and Hou and Lu (2017) observe, this argument is important because Canadian 

schools have been looking for ways to increase revenue, pool considerable talent, and 

boost student diversity. These are all worthy endeavours; however, institutions’ quest for 

revenue, talent, and diversity should be matched with affordable and accessible homes for 

both domestic and international students. In its report, the CBIE (2018) highlights that  

Housing is one of the largest costs an international student in Canada will incur. 

In many housing markets during the past few years both affordability and 
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accessibility have decreased, calling for close monitoring of the situation by 

stakeholders across the international education sector. (p. 8) 

The CBIE’s observation is at least one step towards tackling accessibility and 

affordability issues for international students and their domestic counterparts. However, 

stakeholders (including the government) could do more by making the right investments 

into affordable student housing, so it does not seem that institutions and the country are 

more interested in the economic opportunities international students bring rather than their 

overall well-being. 

Cultural Differences and Culture Shock 

Cultural differences and culture shock continue to be some of the immediate 

challenges that international students grapple with (Alqudayri & Guonko, 2018; Brevetti 

& Ford, 2017; Burel et al., 2019; Calder et al., 2016; Chen & Zhou, 2019; Choudhury, 

2014; Zhou et al., 2017). According to Choudhury (2014), cultural shock happens 

because international students are now transitioning “from being unaware of cultural 

differences, or having feelings of negativity or ambivalence, to stages in which they are 

engaged and are mindfully synthesizing their experiences of cultural differences” (p. 13). 

Clearly, moving away from one’s country, where one is aware of many of the dos and 

don’ts, to another country where everything is new and unfamiliar could be challenging 

for international students (Ammigan, 2019; Zhou et al., 2017; Zhou & Zhang, 2014), an 

experience I am familiar with. I experienced culture shock as soon as I arrived at 

Toronto’s Pearson airport, and I still do, the normalcy of which I am beginning to accept. 

At Pearson airport, most of the people I met were White and so different from the 

predominantly Black people in my home country. Everyone had a different accent, and I 



30 

 

had to slow my speech to be understood. I had to listen attentively to understand the 

White taxi driver who drove me to my new home. The most shocking moment was when 

the taxi driver charged me the whole fare from the airport to my destination and did not 

pick up any other customer. Worst still, he pocketed the $10 change and said thank you 

for the “tip.” A day prior, I was sharing a taxi with three other passengers in Ghana, and 

suddenly, I had to travel more than 100 kilometers in a taxi all by myself and offer a “tip” 

in addition. To minimize mistakes and future shocks, I quickly learned from my 

homestay mates (another international student and a domestic counterpart) how to 

navigate my new home.   

In their study of international female students from Saudi Arabia, Alqudayri and 

Gounko (2018) observed that “students from Saudi Arabia experience unique challenges 

as they transition from a conservative gender-segregated environment to a liberal gender-

mixed environment” (p. 1736). These scholars highlight a considerable cultural and 

educational shift for Saudi Arabian women who experienced state-sanctioned division of 

men and women in schools and public spaces until their travel outside their country. 

There could be actual discomfort for these international students coming in direct contact 

with men on busy school grounds when they must hurry to classes across campus. 

Besides, these students must share the same classrooms with the opposite sex and all 

genders and engage in group work, assignments, and other activities together. Culture 

shock is a genuine hurdle for many international students. Zhou and Zhang’s (2014) 

argument sums the issue of cultural differences and shocks up when they state 

International students who grew up in another culture usually possess different 

personal interests, ways of communication, sense of humour, daily routines, and 
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perceptions on many things such as friendship, sexual relationships, and privacy 

concerns which will negatively influence their willingness and attempts to make 

close friends with domestic students. (Findings and Discussion section, para. 7) 

As presented above, due to international students’ different and expansive backgrounds, 

cultural differences and shock among this student group itself and that of the host 

institution and country will continue to present challenges to all students. Therefore, I 

argue that institutions and host countries should offer concrete opportunities such as 

school-community-related activities (e.g., potlucks and sporting events) to foster 

friendship and intercultural exchange among local community members and domestic 

and international students to reduce not only culture shock but also isolation.  

Difficulty in Social and Academic Integration  

According to Houshmand et al. (2014), Zhou et al. (2017), and Zhou and Zhang 

(2014), many factors contribute to international students’ social and academic integration 

difficulties. To these scholars, some of the factors that cause such challenges include 

language, culture, and past educational experience. Also, more recently, researchers talk 

about micro-discrimination (Houshmand et al., 2014; Zhou et al., 2017) in which, for 

example, subtly, domestic students prefer to be in groups with their domestic counterparts 

for reasons best known to them. It is documented in the literature (Burel et al., 2019; 

Chen, 2017; Chira, 2017) that for many international students, the language barrier 

influences their success in making and keeping domestic friends and doing well 

academically. According to the literature (Burel et al., 2019; Chen, 2017; Chira, 2017; 

Gao, 2019; Zhou et al., 2017; Zhou & Zhang, 2014), the use of the English language as 

the medium of instruction in many Western universities continues to pose social and 
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academic challenges to international students who do not have a strong oral and written 

English background. Zhou et al. (2017) observed in their study of Chinese international 

master’s students enrolled in a Canadian university that 

language barriers appeared to be the most problematic issue that Chinese graduate 

students faced in academic and social adjustment. In our study, participants had 

difficulties in communicating with domestic peers and instructors in English. 

Such inadequate language proficiency limited their experience in building social 

networks, fitting into the community, participating in classes, and connecting with 

instructors. (pp. 225−226) 

Zhou et al.’s observation is troubling but offers a lot of insight for both prospective 

international students to double their effort at mastering the language and also 

universities to provide adequate and all the necessary assistance to support the language 

development of international students who may require such help in their studies. 

Another factor inhibiting international students’ ability to integrate socially and 

academically is academic uncertainties and adjustments (Alqudayri & Guonko, 2018; 

Chen & Zhou, 2019; Klodt, 2019; Zhou et al., 2017). Alqudayri and Guonko (2018) 

discuss the pressure that mounts on international students to adjust to the demands of 

“adapting to new teaching and learning style” (p. 1740), and Zhou et al. (2017) identify 

the “lack of knowledge about Canadian culture, instructional context, and local education 

systems” (p. 226) as common challenges that international students confront. Also, Klodt 

(2019) and Zhou and Zhang (2014) reported that participants of their respective studies 

did not benefit from group work due to the “cold shoulder” often presented by domestic 

students. Ammigan and Jones (2018) share their frustration by arguing that international 
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students “not only have to adjust to new academic culture, program requirements and 

participation styles, but may also have to get accustomed to alternative social and cultural 

norms such as communication styles, eating options, living arrangements, and making 

new friends” (p. 3). Despite the challenges highlighted by Ammigan and Jones’s study, 

Calder et al. (2016) suggest that many international students absorb the pressure to do 

well and succeed in a new school environment. However, when these challenges are not 

adequately managed, they could derail why students make an enormous journey to 

another country for better educational opportunities. From the preceding, it is clear that 

international students encounter many challenges, making this study worthwhile because 

it uses the positive voices of international students themselves to inform policy and 

practice to inspire and engender a quality international learning experience for 

international students. Next, I explore the literature on the positive experiences of 

international students in Canada and worldwide. 

Positive Experiences of International Students in Canada and Around the World 

The available research on international students is replete with various things 

institutions can do to make international students feel supported, such as picking up new 

students from airports (Ammigan, 2019; Chen & Zhou, 2019; Zhang, & Zhou, 2010), 

helping international students develop a sense of belonging (Chen & Zhou, 2019), and 

establishing conversation clubs for international and domestic students (Klodt, 2019). 

Others include “creating more opportunity for the contacts between international students 

with domestic students” (Zhou et al., 2017, p. 230) and “the need to increase cultural 

awareness in pedagogy and teaching methods” (Ammigan, 2019, p. 267). Unfortunately, 

there is limited literature on the positive voices of international students expressing what 



34 

 

is working well for them and their positive expectations. This section describes the 

literature that identifies some of the high points of international students as they pursue 

their academic and professional goals. Four positive experiences are discussed: critical 

thinking; professional development opportunities; bonding with fellow international and 

domestic students for support; and satisfaction in courses. 

Critical Thinking 

Many international students are grateful for the new (i.e., student-centered) ways 

of learning that have allowed them to further develop their critical thinking skills 

(Alqudayri & Gounko, 2018; Clerehan et al., 2012; Zhou et al., 2017) in a foreign 

country. Sensoy and DiAngelo (2017) see critical thinking as “a general approach, which 

means to think with complexity, to go below the surface when considering an issue and 

explore its multiple dimensions and nuances” (p. 23). To these scholars, critical thinking 

is an active process involving thoroughly examining concepts and theories, questioning 

assumptions and understandings of issues and initiatives, and exploring literature to find 

other perspectives to inform arguments and actions. In other words, international students 

appreciate the critical thinking skills they are developing as they dig deeper when 

exploring issues, problems, or finding initiatives. In Clerehan et al.’s (2012) and 

Alqudayri and Gounko’s (2018) respective studies, participants were mainly international 

students from Saudi Arabia, and they reported being satisfied and happy about the critical 

thinking skills afforded by their international education programs. For example, Clerehan 

et al. point out that their study participants used the term “‘self-learning,’ to capture an 

amalgam of independent learning and ability to think critically which they felt the 

experience overall had given them” (p. 220). The findings of Clerehan et al.’s research 
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resonate with my experience, as well. Until I started my international education, I was not 

actively critiquing what content was privileged in Ghanaian society and what required 

content the institutions I attended insisted I know. I took things for granted and could not 

disagree or question the actions of authority figures, including teachers. Now, I feel 

enlightened and happy about the opportunity given by my international education to grow 

into a critical thinker who makes informed arguments and decisions.    

Similarly, Zhou et al. (2017) observed that in their study,  

participants expressed great appreciation of the Canadian student-centered 

pedagogy over the instructional practice in China although they struggled with 

such approaches at the beginning of the program. They greatly appreciated the 

encouraging atmosphere, flexible environment, and learning opportunity to be 

critical thinkers. (p. 225)  

As presented by these scholars, participants of their study, mainly international graduate 

students from China, were grateful for the student-centered approach they were 

introduced to in their international studies. Although they admitted encountering initial 

challenges with such a pedagogical approach, they eased themselves into it and found it 

stimulating and an excellent way to advance their critical thinking as scholars. For many 

international students, the ability to expand their knowledge by developing new ways to 

analyze their actions and those of their fellow citizens is invigorating. As international 

students develop critical thinking skills in their studies, they feel confident applying 

creative thoughts to solve present and future challenges. The question that begs an answer 

is: Why is the literature silent on the critical thinking skills international students develop 

and are excited about in their studies? Considering the appreciation and happiness 
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expressed by international students regarding the critical thinking skills they are 

developing in their international education, why is the literature not amplifying such life-

affirming conditions to inspire, strengthen, and inform policy and practice? Given the 

potential effect such appreciative stories can have on international education, I believe 

that the positive experiences of international students should be amplified to motivate 

both institutions and international students to sustain these life-changing opportunities to 

advance the international education sector. As already indicated, the current study sought 

to narrow this gap by providing the platform for international students to reflect and 

express their appreciation for the things that give them life in their studies to inform 

policy and practice and enrich the literature. 

Professional Development Opportunities 

There is a paucity of literature on international students discussing the positive 

effects of professional development courses during their studies. Despite such a research 

gap, Guo and Chase’s (2011) study on the impact of the University of British Columbia’s 

(UBC’s) non-credit graduate course titled Professional Development Program for 

International Teaching Assistants (PDITA) on international graduate teaching assistants 

(TAs) is critical to the stories of what is working well for many international students. 

According to Guo and Chase, “many participants commented on how the course helped 

them develop the competence required as ITAs [international teaching assistants]. Many 

participants indicated that they had never done teaching or presentations before. This 

course equipped them with good presentation and instructional skills” (pp. 314−315). 

These scholars point out that because of a professional development course, international 

graduate students who had the opportunity to provide TA services at UBC developed 
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adequate knowledge, skills, and values needed to be effective in their TA duties. The 

exciting part of Guo and Chase’s presentation of participants’ stories is that these 

students expressed appreciation and indicated what worked well for them in discharging 

their duties as ITAs. In essence, as TAs become competent moderators of the learning 

process, it is not only a positive development for the TAs involved but also the students 

these TAs facilitate their learning and UBC, as well. It is exciting to know that a non-

credit graduate course makes international graduate students feel calm and satisfied in 

their dual roles as students and employees, and such stories are worth sharing with the 

international community. A bonus for these students is the presentation and facilitation 

skills they are developing in such professional platforms for their present academic 

ventures and future work, which means that their international studies is developing both 

their academic and professional careers.   

Though not explicit in their study, Zhou et al. (2017) reported the joy and 

gratitude a participant had about an internship course in her program. According to these 

scholars, the participant was excited “that the internship provided her with a decent 

opportunity to learn more about what the Canadian education system looks like and how 

pedagogies actually worked in schools” (p. 223). In other words, an international student 

participant of Zhou et al.’s study draws attention to the opportunities participation in 

internships and co-op brings to international students. It is these feel-good stories and 

program effectiveness that appreciative inquirers and positive psychologists want to 

highlight and harness to design future possibilities. Again, the question thus remains: 

Why are the positive experiences of international students overlooked in the literature, 

and whose interest does such an omission serve? I believe that the AI approach (i.e., 
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theory and methodology) and positive psychology theory employed in this research were 

appropriate in shining a light on the many things keeping international students alive in 

their studies.  

Bonding With Fellow International and Domestic Students for Support 

Being away from home can be challenging, but for international students, it may 

be especially difficult (Ammigan, 2019; Ammigan & Jones, 2018; Amos & Lordly, 2014; 

Gao, 2019). Fortunately, many international students remain energized and excited about 

their studies due to the happiness and satisfaction they derive from bonding with fellow 

international and domestic students alike (Ammigan & Jones, 2018; Amos & Lordly, 

2014; Guo & Chase, 2011; Li et al., 2012; Stevenson & Bland, 2017; Zhou et al., 2017). 

According to Amos and Lordly (2014), international students bond over food and share 

their diverse cultures to keep themselves at ease with the unavoidable homesickness. To 

that effect, Amos and Lordly observe that for international students, “food played not 

only a physical role, but a social one. Food preparation, cooking, and eating with other 

students provided a human connection for students living away from their families” (p. 

61). These scholars make the point that international students appreciate the socializing 

and bonding opportunities food brings to them. As international students ponder over the 

loneliness they experience, going grocery shopping, preparing and cooking food, and 

eating together or meeting for a meal at a restaurant and the conversations that 

accompany such activities greatly help these students release the academic and social 

pressure for effective studies.  

One experience that has stuck with me was the crucial moment one of my 

colleagues, who was the first among the international students in my class to buy a car, 
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drove me to the grocery store and paid for my groceries. I refer here to this friend by the 

pseudonym Mr. A. to keep his identity confidential. During our first week at the college, 

I noticed that Mr. A. was quite shy and always used a translation app. Being an easygoing 

person, I extended a warm hand of friendship to Mr. A., which he happily accepted. I 

formed a one-on-one discussion group with him and tutored him as well. We bonded over 

food, studies, and many things. He and other international students were at my wedding, 

and a year later, I returned the favour and became the best man at his wedding. Our 

friendship from 2007 is still very strong. In addition to food, professional development 

programs such as the PDITA (Guo & Chase, 2011) are avenues that bring international 

students happiness in pursuit of their certificates, diplomas, and/or degrees. Li et al. 

(2012) observed that participants in their study (mainly international students from 

China) found a lot of support and happiness in their interactions with “conversation 

colleagues” (p. 154) who were domestic students. As can be seen, despite the numerous 

challenges international students encounter, these students are grateful for whatever 

support they get from fellow international students and their domestic counterparts, and 

such encouraging stories should be explicit in the literature to serve as a baseline for 

developing the international education sector.     

Satisfaction in Courses Offered 

International students make the trip away from home with the primary goal of 

earning a respectable or prestigious degree (Bodycott & Lai, 2012; CBIE, 2018; Li & 

Tierney, 2013). Obtaining a degree involves rigorous academic exercises, including but 

not limited to reading and writing new materials, researching and presenting findings, and 

engaging in individual and group assignments. All these are done through courses offered 
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by the programs. In their study of international students in an Australian university, 

Arkoudis et al. (2019) found out that a majority “expressed satisfaction regarding their in-

classroom experiences … and that the learning resources provided by the university were 

useful” (p. 805). In essence, some international students were happy with the courses 

offered and were also satisfied with the learning resources (e.g., library, computer labs, 

and science labs) made available by their programs and institution. It is refreshing to 

know that most international students in Arkoudis et al.’s study were happy with their in-

classroom experiences and enjoyed their studies. Again, such positive stories should be 

prominent in the international student literature instead of the current state in which these 

positive experiences are silenced.  

Concluding Thoughts on the Positive International Student Experience  

The four identified significant areas that give international students the drive and 

satisfaction while they study away from home are, I believe, a small part of the high 

points that make international students feel alive in their respective programs and 

institutions. As stated earlier, it is frustrating to identify that the many things that make 

international students feel a sense of belonging, appreciated, welcomed, and supported by 

their institutions and peers are scanty and implied in the literature. With my lived 

experience, I believe that many things are working well for international students, such as 

engaging in international-week celebrations (CBIE, 2019) where students make new 

friends and put their respective cultures on display. I remember being so animated during 

my college’s international week celebration. Getting the much-needed time away from 

academic work and socializing with friends and colleagues is a high point that has not 

received much attention in the literature. In graduate studies, having a supportive mentor 
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is crucial in the graduate student’s academic and professional development. As a result, 

researchers could give international students the platform to express their appreciation for 

the extraordinary mentorship they receive from their supervisors. Gao (2019) looked at 

why some international doctoral students from China dropped out of their programs. 

Although Gao’s study was about finding out why participants ended their studies 

prematurely, two out of the four respondents specifically praised their former supervisors 

for the support they offered them. Again, the question is: Why are these uplifting stories 

not given prominence in the literature?  

Other things working well for international students include the teaching and 

research assistantships (Calder et al., 2016) offered to some international graduate 

students to give them financial support and the much-needed Canadian work experience. 

In Calder et al.’s study, funds accrued from teaching and research assistantships were 

criticized by these scholars and participants of their research as insufficient. However, as 

someone who benefitted tremendously from tutoring other colleagues for financial 

reward, I believe that international students who receive such opportunities may have 

positive stories to tell when the questions are framed differently and positively. Also, 

international students are not giving credit for their ability to learn and use a foreign 

language in their graduate studies. As documented in the literature (Alqudayri & Guonko, 

2018; Ammigan, 2019; Burel et al., 2019; Zhou et al., 2017; Zhou & Zhang, 2014), a 

commonly cited problem international students encounter in their studies is their inability 

to use the English language like a native speaker, and I find such analysis unconvincing. 

My reason is that irrespective of their level of proficiency in the medium of instruction of 

their host institution, international students are doing very well in using a foreign 
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language to the best of their abilities. As a result, why are they not praised by scholars 

and educators, and instead made to feel inadequate? From the perspectives of AI and 

positive psychology theories, I agree with Cooperrider and Whitney (2005) and Cockell 

and McArthur-Blair (2012) that researchers should reframe their questions to identify the 

positive stories of participants. This study did that. I used positive questions to collect 

stories about the enormous efforts international students are making in adjusting to the 

new culture, language, and food and their successes amid all the challenges in their way.  

As the literature on the challenges and negative experiences of international 

students expands, I believe that a shift of focus to unearthing the positive educational 

experiences of these students is justified, and that is why my research may be crucial in 

giving international students the assistance they really need instead of dwelling 

excessively on the challenges they encounter. As articulated in my research purpose, this 

research has helped identify and amplify the positive voices and the best experiences and 

dreams of international master’s students to inform policy and practice to improve the 

international student experience (Roy et al., 2016). In the next chapter, I present the 

theoretical and conceptual framework guiding my research.   
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CHAPTER THREE: THEORETICAL AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

This research was guided by appreciative inquiry (AI) theory (Bushe, 2011; 

Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987; Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005) and positive psychology 

theory (Robitschek & Spering, 2012; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Sheldon & 

King, 2001). These two theories aligned with how I conceptualized my international 

student experience to be joyful and positive despite the challenges I encountered at the 

time. The AI and positive psychology theories also gave me the language to critique the 

overconcentration of research on international students’ negative and challenging 

experiences to the neglect of the life-affirming conditions of this student demographic. 

When I conceived this study, I was interested in identifying and highlighting the many 

conditions that support international students’ learning and what makes them thrive and 

enjoy their international master’s education regardless of the challenges. The two theories 

provided the lens to accomplish that. In what follows, I explore how these theories were 

fundamental to this research’s theoretical and conceptual framework. 

Appreciative Inquiry Theory 

David Cooperrider and Suresh Srivastva (1987) introduced the concept of AI in 

their seminal paper entitled “Appreciative Inquiry in Organizational Life.” In the paper, 

Cooperrider and Srivastva first positioned AI as a theory of change intended to inspire 

researchers to focus on what gives life to individuals, groups, and institutions (Bushe, 

2011). However, in the late 1990s and early 2000s, Cooperrider and Diana Whitney 

expanded AI theory to include a methodology called “The Appreciative Inquiry 4-D 

Cycle” (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005, p. 15). AI has since been used as both a change 

theory and a qualitative research methodology that focuses on individual, institutional, or 
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organizational strengths to create positive change. He (2013) and He and Oxendine 

(2019) point out that AI was influenced by positive psychology theory, explaining why 

AI’s primary focus is on strengths rather than deficit influences.  

As already mentioned, the current study incorporates AI theoretically and 

methodologically (Calabrese, 2006; Cockell & McArthur-Blair, 2012; Cooperrider & 

Srivastva, 1987; Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005; Duckins, 2017). This choice is based 

upon in-depth reading that indicates AI provides both a useful theory and research design 

to generate strength-based data to guide institutional practices, policies, programs, and 

decision-making that ultimately support students’ well-being (Bergmark & Kostenius, 

2018; Cockell & McArthur-Blair, 2012; Duckins, 2017; Reed, 2007). To that effect, AI 

seeks the high points of human system effectiveness, focusing on the positive aspects of 

what is working well in institutions or groups to enhance desired change (Buchanan, 

2014; Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987; Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005; Hammond, 2013; 

Preston, 2017; Watkins et al., 2011). According to Preston (2017), “at its philosophical 

core, appreciative inquiry is about documenting the best characteristics and traits of 

people and their organizations and then using that constructive data as a springboard to 

elicit positive change” (p. 236). In other words, as a theory, AI guides researchers to 

solicit the quality and excellent experiences and moments that foster growth and 

happiness among individuals and members to inspire and engender transformational 

change. For example, the findings of this dissertation may become an essential resource 

that both substantiates and expands upon international graduate students’ positive 

experiences and could help develop new programs that further enrich the schooling 

experience of international students.  
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As mentioned earlier, with my lived experience as a former international student, 

I am interested in the well-being of this student group in universities in Ontario. Also, my 

experience using AI in research (Ankomah et al., 2018; Ankomah, 2019a, 2019b) and the 

literature on AI suggest that the AI framework is “a theory of future possibility” 

(Cooperrider et al., 2008, p. xxvii), which can turn dreams into reality. This is because AI 

enables researchers to ask questions that allow participants to envision the future they 

desire and work collectively to attain it (Duckins, 2017; Evans et al., 2012; Hammond, 

2013). Given the purpose of this research, AI helped to ask positive questions consistently 

(see Appendices A and B) to generate rich data for the study (Kadi-Hanifi et al., 2013). In 

addition, AI enabled me to shift the conversation “from that of complaining, condemning, 

and fault-finding [dominating international student’s literature] toward cultivating, praising, 

and creating” (Duckins, 2017, p. 41) new possibilities for positive change that may further 

improve the well-being of international graduate students. AI has proven to have generative 

capabilities (Bushe, 2001, 2007, 2011; Calabrese, 2006; Cockell & McArthur-Blair, 

2012; Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005; Preston, 2017; Watkins et al., 2011), using strength-

based questions to help institutions harness the positive potentials and voices of individuals 

and the collective for effective policies, programs, and practices. As a doctoral candidate 

with an international student background, I am passionate about institutions actively 

incorporating students’ voices to inform their policies and practices (Bergmark & 

Kostenius, 2009, 2018; Klodt, 2019; Mitra, 2004). As a result, I believed that the AI and 

positive psychology theories were ideal for framing positive questions to generate 

strength-based innovative data from students that institutions may use to give 

international students a high-quality experience.  
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As a theory, Cooperrider and Srivastva (1987) refer to AI as “both a search for 

knowledge and a theory of intentional collective action which are designed to help evolve 

the normative vision and will of a group, organization, or society as a whole” (p. 152; 

emphasis added). The vision of these scholars was for researchers to use AI as a 

methodological and a theoretical framework to deliberately inspire individuals, groups, or 

institutions to collectively envision and construct their dream future. By advancing AI as 

a theory of intentional collective action, Cooperrider and Srivastva were emphasizing the 

ability of AI in generating strength-based data to support and enhance the vision of 

individuals and institutions (Bushe, 2001, 2007). In AI, intentionally appreciating and 

valuing the best of what gives hope and life to the individual or the collective is crucial 

and constitutes the theory's primary focus (Bergmark & Kostenius, 2018; Calabrese, 

2006; Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005; Duckins, 2017). In other words, the thought leaders 

encourage researchers to use AI theory to frame positive questions to deliberately inspire 

participants to collectively envision and construct their dream future. As my research is 

rooted in AI and positive psychology theories, this study’s research questions were 

intentionally framed to get participants to share and discuss their positive stories about 

their programs and institution and envision the quality experience they dream of in their 

international education. 

In addition, according to Bergmark and Kostenius (2018), “appreciate” in the AI 

theory “means to value; to recognize the best in others and the world in which we live; to 

confirm strengths, successes, and opportunities; and to discover aspects that give life and 

health” (p. 624). Hence, by purposely applying AI in this research, I allowed participants 

to reflect and express the conditions in their programs and institution that supported their 
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international studies. As pointed out by Bergmak and Kostenius, the strength-based 

questions influenced my research participants to value the taken-for-granted support from 

families, friends, instructors, and supervisors, among others. The AI theory also allowed 

participants to discover the best in their programs and institution, which made them 

grateful and appreciative. Calabrese (2006) adds that AI “is a theoretical perspective that 

embodies the art and practice of asking unconditionally positive questions that have the 

potential to strengthen an organization’s capacity to name, envisage, and increase its 

positive potential” (p. 175). In other words, like Bergmark and Kostenius (2018), 

Calabrese argues that AI theory offers a framework in which, regardless of 

circumstances, uplifting and positive questions are asked to inspire and support 

transformative change. From the preceding, it is evident that AI theory encourages 

positive questions to elicit the best of what is working well for institutions and 

organizations and then incorporate that data to effect desirable change. In this research 

project, using AI as one of the theoretical and conceptual frameworks helped me identify 

related literature, framed the inquiry’s affirmative topic, asked strength-based questions, 

and complemented the AI methodology and positive psychology theory to inform the 

data analysis.    

Principles of Appreciative Inquiry 

The literature demonstrates that AI is applied in diverse fields due to the 

underlying theoretical principles that ground the theory (Bushe, 2007, 2011; Duckins, 

2017; Evans et al., 2012; Fitzgerald et al., 2001; Kadi-Hanifi et al., 2012). This section 

outlines the theoretical principles that underscore AI (i.e., constructionist, simultaneity, 

poetic, anticipatory, and positive) and how each principle manifested in the study.  



48 

 

The Constructionist Principle 

Cockell and McArthur-Blair (2012) and Cooperrider and Whitney (2005) assert 

the constructionist principle of AI is rooted in the concept of the social construction of 

knowledge (i.e., knowledge is socially constructed). These scholars explain further that 

the knowledge people have about the world is informed by social and historical contexts 

and is constructed through personal interactions with each other and their experiences 

with objects. According to Andrews (2012), “social constructionism places great 

emphasis on everyday interactions between people and how they use language to 

construct their reality” (p. 44), and Sommers-Flanagan and Sommers-Flanagan (2018) 

add that “social constructionists focus on what’s happening between people as they join 

together to create realities” (p. 284). From Andrews’s and Sommers-Flanagan and 

Sommers-Flanagan’s explanations of social constructionism, how people come to know 

what they know and their beliefs, values, assumptions, work ethics, and practices are a 

direct result of the interactions they have with each other about the objects in their 

environment. Together, social groups can agree to glorify certain practices and frown 

upon others, making it important for researchers to use positive attitude and language to 

get the best out of the conversations participants have about the object of inquiry to 

inform the change process in a healthy, acceptable, and inclusive way. In other words, 

through the active use of words and language by groups, theories, policies, practices, and 

movements are proposed and formed to meet the vision of the group, institution, and 

society. By the constructionist principle, AI operates with the understanding that 

participants of a study can co-construct knowledge to uplift each other instead of the 

other way around. To that effect, Reed (2007) observes that  

For AI, attention is paid to the processes of construction, in the way people can 



49 

 

come to tell different stories about the past, present, and future, and the way these 

stories have the power to shape and reflect the way people think and act. (p. 26) 

From Reed’s argument, appreciative inquirers understand that it takes individuals and the 

collective to use the power of their language to explore, theorize, and develop best 

practices that will promote the welfare of all. Therefore, the social constructionist 

principle is a fundamental pillar in AI research because it is by this principle that AI 

practitioners encourage participants to get together to interact about what works well for 

them and construct their dream future together.  

In this study, the constructionist principle allowed me to actively observe how 

participants interacted in the three focus group discussions. Together, they discussed and 

agreed on the conditions that worked well for them, their dreams, and expectations as 

international students. Although the video was blocked for confidentiality and data 

storage reasons, it was exciting to listen to the interactions among individuals who came 

from diverse backgrounds but were connected through their status as international 

master’s students in different programs of the same university, constructing knowledge 

about their positive experiences, dreams, and expectations together. I felt the enthusiasm 

among participants agreeing and building on points raised by their colleagues. They 

argued constructively about their expectations and what they would have done as leaders 

of their programs or institution, agreeing and disagreeing before arriving at a consensus 

on what they believed were concrete enough to offer international master’s students 

exceptional educational experience.   

The Simultaneity Principle 

The simultaneity principle posits that inquiry and change happen at the same time; 

therefore, appreciative inquirers are encouraged to ask positive questions to engender 
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positive change right from the start of the inquiry process. In that regard, Cooperrider and 

Srivastva (1987) suggest that “because the questions we ask largely determine what we 

find, we should place a premium on that which informs our curiosity and thought” (pp. 

164−165). Cooperrider and Whitney (2005) add that “the questions we ask set the stage 

for what we find, and what we discover (the data) becomes the linguistic material, the 

stories, out of which the future is conceived and constructed” (p. 51). The point these 

scholars make is that, as researchers, we should be mindful of our research questions’ 

impact on the lives of communities. I agree with these scholars because, informed by the 

theory, methodology, and literature, research questions produce the data researchers 

analyze and share with policymakers and the public to inform their policies and practices. 

Cockell and McArthur-Blair (2012) observe that 

Asking about problems leads people to focus on the deficit, on what is not going 

well. This makes it difficult to create a desired future. In contrast, AI focuses on 

what is working well, the best of what is, in order to create a preferred future. 

Asking questions about what is working well, the strengths and successes, change 

the focus and does so in a way that can spread throughout the organization. (p. 18)   

The essence of Cockell and McArthur-Blair’s argument is that because inquiry starts the 

change process, focusing primarily on a problem-solving approach to research limits 

participants’ ability to reflect on what keeps them happy and engaged and also to theorize 

about the future they envisage. Instead, framing or reframing questions with a positive 

focus allows research participants to feel that their contributions to the development of 

the institution or object of inquiry are recognized and appreciated, and also their input is 

crucial for advancing the goals of the institution.   
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In my research, the simultaneity principle permeates the entire process; it is seen 

in the affirmative topic choice, the purpose and rationales, the questions, the theoretical 

and conceptual framework, and the study’s methodological choice. The study did not shy 

away from pointing out the lack of literature on what is working well for international 

graduate students and the need to frame strength-based questions to generate positive data 

about the high points of the study sample. In line with the simultaneity principle, all the 

research questions were intended to start the change process with participants themselves 

and then to policymakers and practitioners. For example, participants observed that by 

actively noticing what worked well for them (Craig, 2021), they had a better chance to 

sustain and improve that condition for their own good.  

The Poetic Principle 

The poetic principle of AI suggests that researchers have the choice to select what 

they want to study. Put simply, Cooperrider et al. (2008) indicate that “one can study 

virtually any topic related to human experience in any human system or organization. … 

One can study moments of creativity and innovation or moments of debilitating 

bureaucratic stress. One has a choice” (p. 9). By the account of these scholars, AI wants 

researchers to recognize their choices when selecting research topics and questions for 

their studies. Cockell and McArthur-Blair (2012) add that  

In reading poetry, people interpret the words in different ways, choosing to focus 

on what is meaningful to them. In higher education, people can also choose what 

to focus on. In many cases, the choice is predominantly focused on what is wrong 

with the institution, with little time spent on focusing on what is right and good, 

the best of what is. (p. 18)  
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Cockell and McArthur-Blair’s observation is troubling because I believe that dwelling 

excessively on problems and paying little attention to what is working well could be 

frustrating for many and demoralizing to those who have devoted their practice to 

striving for excellence. As demonstrated in my research, by studying what was right and 

good about international students’ experiences, participants were able to find exciting 

things keeping them happy and engaged in their studies despite the challenges of the 

COVID-19 pandemic.  

As already pointed out, AI does not ignore problems or issues that surface from 

the data; in fact, the leading scholars caution appreciative inquirers to process problems 

that participants want to be addressed (Cockell & McArthur-Blair, 2012; Cooperrider & 

Whitney, 2005; Cooperrider et al., 2008; Reed, 2007; Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2003, 

2010). To that effect, during the individual interviews and focus group discussions, 

participants also expressed some of the challenges (e.g., high tuition cost and lack of 

domestic friends) they have as international students and wished that the appropriate 

outfits addressed them. I find the poetic principle of AI critical in my research and in my 

life endeavours. As someone who experiences racism and microaggression regularly in 

this part of the world, I would have been justified to withdraw from perpetrators and 

focus my research on finding out why people are racist and discriminatory towards folks 

of colour. Instead, I choose to build positive relationships with people who may still hold 

negative views about me because of my background. By electing to use AI to study 

international graduate students’ positive experiences in their program, I chose to inform 

policy and practice through a strength-based approach to conducting research.     

The Anticipatory Principle 

The anticipatory principle pertains to the way images and dreams that people hold 
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about the future direct their actions. Given that premise, Head and Young (1998) argue 

that “an image of the future precedes actual change” (p. 167). Put differently, the actions 

and investments being made today were conceived earlier; thus, AI encourages 

practitioners to project a positive image in their undertakings to engender positive results 

in the present and future. Reed (2007) agrees with Head and Young by adding that “the 

way people think about the future will shape the way they move toward the future” (p. 27). 

Basically, Head and Young, as well as Reed, are reminding researchers to inspire 

participants to think positively about the future because once they can conceive the future 

with hope and opportunities, that anticipation will motivate them to gather the necessary 

resources and build relationships that can get them to that destination. In this study, the 

positive research questions inspired participants to look at the future with hope irrespective 

of the challenges in their international studies. They believed that their instructors were 

knowledgeable and caring; therefore, they were prepared to learn with and from them to 

develop the competencies they needed for their future professions. With such a positive 

image and attitude, participants were sure to graduate from their programs with the 

knowledge, skills, and values to help them thrive in their academic and professional lives.  

Looking back at my first couple of months as an international student, I had a 

negative mindset due primarily to my inability to find on-campus employment and my 

inability to make friends with domestic students (Burel et al., 2019; Ciuffetelli Parker & 

Ankomah, 2019; Klodt, 2019). My experience in Ghana was different. I was on study 

leave with pay and had many friends I studied and hanged out with during and after 

classes. Then, in Canada, without the promised on-campus employment opportunity, I 

suddenly did not know how I would get money to take care of some life needs. Also, the 

few friends I had were only international students who were experiencing similar 
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situations. Given those early challenges, I carried with me a negative image of the 

institution and the country. The positive words of my relatives in Ghana, my partner, the 

friendship of Mr. A., and the quality of the courses (Ammigan & Jones, 2018; Arkoudis 

et al., 2019) gradually shifted my focus from cursing myself for deciding to study abroad. 

With their continuous encouraging support, I began thinking and looking at the future 

with hope and appreciation for the other things (e.g., doing well in class and having a 

roof over my head) working well for me. Given the substance of the anticipatory 

principle, I believe the strength-based research questions inspired participants to look at 

the future with hope and believed in their abilities and support systems available for their 

use to nourish their dreams of studying abroad.    

The Positive Principle  

Bergmark and Kostenius (2018), Cockell and McArthur-Blair (2012), and 

Cooperrider and Whitney (2005) assert that the positive principle is the fulcrum upon 

which AI revolves. Also, according to Ankomah et al. (2018), Cooperrider and Srivastva 

(1987), and Hammond (2013), the core of AI is about focusing on strength-based 

research questions to generate innovative ideas to foster positive and transformative 

change. Given that premise, Cooperrider and Whitney (2005) suggest that  

Building and sustaining momentum for change requires large amounts of positive 

affect and social bonding—things like hope, excitement, inspiration, caring, 

camaraderie, sense of urgent purpose, and sheer joy in creating something 

meaningful together. … The major thing a change agent can do that makes a 

difference is to craft and ask unconditionally positive questions. (p. 53) 

In other words, these scholars believe that the change process is not a one-off occurrence 

but a sustained effort that requires positive energy, friendship, and desire to maintain the 
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momentum of the initiated transformative change. Then, there is the argument that 

unconditionally asking positive questions could brighten the day of, for example, 

students, employees, and research participants to express their authentic selves because 

they know that the research is not a fault-finding exercise but rather an opportunity to 

grow together. In my research, the positive principle of AI manifests in the entire process, 

from the research interest itself to how I selected the study’s affirmative topic choice. In 

addition, the research questions were crafted with the positive principle in mind, and this 

tenet also informed the chosen literature. Above all, the choice of the positive psychology 

theory, AI methodology, and how I presented and discussed the findings of this dissertation 

were all informed by the positive principle, explaining why I focused primarily on the 

positive experiences and expectations of international master’s students in their programs 

and institution. All five fundamental principles of AI—constructionist, simultaneity, poetic, 

anticipatory, and positive—actively helped shape this research. Next, I discuss positive 

psychology theory, the second lens that complemented AI theory in the study and 

strengthened my belief in engaging in strength-based research during a pandemic.     

Positive Psychology Theory 

Al Taher (2019), David (2015), and Robitschek and Spering (2012) agree that 

positive psychology theory can be traced from the scholarships of humanist psychologists 

such as Abraham Maslow and Carl Rogers in the mid-20th century to Martin Seligman 

and Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s (2000) article titled “Positive Psychology: An 

Introduction.” According to Souders (2020), positive psychology theory “was born out of 

the need to study systematically the array of positive organizational phenomena which 

until that point was being largely ignored” (para. 2) in the broader field of psychology. 

From Souders’ account, it is crucial that individuals and institutions focus on life-
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affirming conditions to balance the narrative and lead the change process. As experienced 

psychologists, Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000) believed that their discipline 

needed to expand to cover things that promoted individuals’ and society’s well-being. 

Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi argue that “the aim of positive psychology is to begin to 

catalyze a change in the focus of psychology from preoccupation only with repairing the 

worst things in life to also building positive qualities” (p. 5). To these scholars, positive 

psychology theory was needed because psychologists were too absorbed in finding out 

what was broken or not working to fix them; meanwhile, individuals and institutions 

were still surviving and, perhaps, doing well amid the problems. As a result, similar to AI 

theorists, positive psychologists argue that it is better to focus on the conditions that help 

individuals, families, and institutions flourish and to use that data to promote the well-

being of the object of inquiry.  

What Is Positive Psychology Theory? 

In their response to the question “what is positive psychology theory,” Sheldon 

and King (2001) argue that “it is nothing more than the scientific study of ordinary 

human strengths and virtues. Positive psychology re-visits ‘the average person,’ with an 

interest in finding out what works, what is right, and what is improving” (p. 216). In other 

words, like AI theory, Sheldon and King believe that positive psychology theory allows 

practitioners and researchers to observe the life-affirming events that nourish the overall 

well-being of individuals, institutions, and society in general. On their part, Donaldson 

and Ko (2010) build on Sheldon and King’s definition by adding that positive psychology 

theory is “the scientific study of positive subjective experiences and traits in the 

workplace and positive organizations, and its application to improve the effectiveness and 

quality of life in organizations” (p. 178). In other words, Donaldson and Ko suggest that 

positive psychologists explore the strengths and vitality in organizations and use the 
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findings to improve the positive energy flow and good health to increase happiness and 

work-life satisfaction. In addition, Donaldson and Ko point out that the conditions that 

promote individual, group, or institutional well-being are subjective experiences and 

should be studied in the social and historical contexts in which they occur, a position 

firmly held by AI theory.   

The thought leaders of positive psychology, Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi 

(2000), discussed the positive subjective experience of individuals and institutions in 

their seminal work: 

The field of positive psychology at the subjective level is about valued subjective 

experiences: well-being, contentment, and satisfaction (in the past); hope and 

optimism (for the future); and flow and happiness (in the present). At the 

individual level, it is about positive individual traits: the capacity for love and 

vocation, courage, interpersonal skill, aesthetic sensibility, perseverance, 

forgiveness, originality, future mindedness, spirituality, high talent, and wisdom. 

At the group level, it is about the civic virtues and the institutions that move 

individuals toward better citizenship: responsibility, nurturance, altruism, civility, 

moderation, tolerance, and work ethic. (p. 5) 

The essence of Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi’s point is that they recognize that the 

subjective human experience can be negative or positive; however, positive psychology is 

also interested in the subjective experiences that make individuals and groups feel 

satisfied with the past, excited about current events, and optimistic about the future. In 

other words, positive psychology theory believes that many conditions breathe hope and 

life within the subjective human and institutional experience, which should be explored 

to make life better for the individual, group, and society.   
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According to David (2015), Moore (2020), Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi 

(2000), and Sheldon and King (2001), positive psychology theory focuses on human 

happiness, flourishing, and well-being, and Al Taher (2019) adds that “positive 

psychology, as the name suggests, is psychology with a positive orientation. What is the 

science behind what makes humans well?” (Inspiration in a Bed of Roses section, para. 

8). Similarly, Souders (2020) adds that positive psychology theory “is a scientific study 

of what elevates and not only challenges employees and their companies. It proposes that 

we ask questions about what goes right, what gives life, what inspires and what is 

experienced as good, in addition to what is problematic and difficult in organizations” 

(para. 3). In offering this explanation, Al Taher and Souders urge positive psychologists 

and researchers to take a holistic view of research. Researchers should explore what gives 

life to the individual or institution and inquire into the challenges that slow down 

progress to identify holistic solutions and approaches that promote individual and 

institutional well-being. 

In the definitions above, a few things are clear. For example, comparable with AI 

theory, positive psychology theory also focuses on maximizing the potential in people 

and institutions by recognizing strengths and all affirming attributes that help them be at 

their best. Further, positive psychology theory and AI theory have a similar focus; that is, 

they both encourage practitioners and researchers to consciously seek what is working 

well for individuals and institutions to capitalize on those strengths to drive positive 

change. In addition, I notice that like AI, positive psychology theory is interested in 

harnessing positive energy, maximizing happiness, and using those qualities to improve 

productivity in the individual or institution and address challenges and problems 

confronting the object of inquiry. Scholars such as He (2013) and Souders (2020) mince 
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no words by stating that AI and positive psychology theory are connected and 

complementary in their quest for using a strength-based approach in research. Although 

AI’s seminal work did not mention positive psychology as one of its influences, He 

(2013) suggests that AI’s primary focus on the best of what gives life is grounded in 

positive psychology theory. This is because both theories state that individuals and the 

collective thrive when attention is focused on their strengths rather than their weaknesses. 

Also, the underlying principle of AI is the “positive principle,” which Cockell and 

McArthur-Blair (2012) assert “underpins all the other principles of AI” (p. 19); the same 

can be said about positive psychology theory, as well.        

Why Does Positive Psychology Matter in This Research? 

I respond to the question with a quote from Souders (2020) that states that 

positive psychology theory  

reminds us that it is a good thing for us and our institutions to be aware of what 

makes us great and allows us to live up to our potential. If inquiry and change 

happen at the same time, we should be asking questions that shine the light on our 

existing resources and that allows us to build on the positive that propels us 

forward and “upward” instead of trapping us in endless process of correcting 

problems and mitigating risks. (A Take Home Message section, para. 2) 

By making the above statement, Souders corroborates the AI position which claims that 

by actively seeking what gives us good health and well-being instead of what draws us 

back, we can make life enjoyable and fulfilling for individuals and institutions. Again, 

Souders is highlighting the simultaneity principle of AI, which suggests that inquiry and 

change are concurrent events hence the need to focus on what we want more of and want 
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to achieve instead of conceiving everything as a problem. As already stated, the focus of 

international student literature is primarily on the challenges international students 

encounter with very little on the favourable conditions that support the development of 

this student demographic. Similar to what prompted the advancement of AI and positive 

psychology in the latter part of the 20th century, the limited literature and lack of focus 

on the positive conditions keeping international students happy, hopeful, and motivated 

in their studies away from home also inspired the conception of this research. To that 

effect, I believe that even though positive psychology and AI are different orientations, 

they borrow and share similar ideological principles from each other and, thus, have 

worked in concert to positively inform all aspects of this study (Duckins, 2017; He, 2013; 

Souders, 2020).  

Donaldson and Ko (2010) are excited about the potential of positive psychology 

in boosting human happiness and thus celebrating the fact that “this new orientation to 

social science seems complementary to traditional problem-focused scholarship, and 

essential for understanding the full range of human experience in contemporary times” 

(p. 177). In other words, positive psychology theory and strength-based theories do not 

replace other emancipatory theories (Cockell & McArthur-Blair, 2012); instead, they 

complement other theories in seeking innovative ideas and practices to improve 

individuals, groups, institutions, and society. I am excited about this research’s findings. I 

believe that positive psychology and AI theories formed a robust theoretical and 

conceptual framework upon which the current study’s topic, purpose, research questions, 

and methodology worked harmoniously to generate rich data to inform policy and 

practice.   
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Concluding Thoughts 

To conclude this chapter, I want to emphasize that the two lenses (i.e., positive 

psychology and AI) that guided this study complemented each other. The study’s theories 

allowed participants to use positive language to express their gratitude to the things they 

were grateful for in their studies and constructed the quality international master’s student 

experience they desire. Buchanan (2014), Bushe (2011), He (2013), and Reed (2007) 

observe that AI is rooted in both positive psychology and social constructionism theories 

as manifested in the positive and constructionist principles. Social constructionism is one 

of the core pillars of AI (Copperrider & Whitney, 2005; He, 2013; Reed, 2007) because, 

as argued by Whitney and Trosten-Bloom (2003) and Cockell and McArthur-Blair 

(2012), groups, institutions, and organizations use words to construct the relationships, 

values, goals, and practices they believe would make life better. In other words, 

individuals’ and groups’ conversations, interviews, and discussions have been formally 

and informally shaping the institutions, organizations, and the world they see and partake. 

As I engaged with literature on the two theories, it was clear that social constructionism 

influences the AI process (Bushe, 2001), explaining why it was crucial to use focus 

groups as a data collection method. According to Bushe (2001), the “appreciative process 

theorizes that you can create change by paying attention to what you want more of rather 

than paying attention to problems” (p. 122). In this research, through the appreciative 

process, participants engaged in strength-based interactions with research questions 

framed through the lenses of AI and positive psychology theory. Finally, both theories 

have generative capacities. Through participants’ interactions with research questions and 

during the focus groups, innovative ways of boosting the quality experiences of 
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international students emerged. This is particularly important because Bushe (2007, 

2011) and Gergen (1978, 1982) emphasize in their respective work that scholars and 

theorists should create the platform on which new ways of thinking can be created and 

supported to foster alternative ways for positive change. I am particularly thrilled that 

using the two theories in this study, my research has generated data that might help 

universities achieve their vision of putting students first. Next, I discuss the methodology 

(i.e., appreciative inquiry) underpinning this research.   
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CHAPTER FOUR: METHODOLOGY AND PROCEDURES 

This chapter presents the research methodology and design considerations used 

for inquiring into international graduate students’ positive experiences, dreams, and 

expectations. The chapter includes the following subsections: (a) the research design, (b) 

data analysis methods, and (c) ethical considerations.  

Research Design and Methodology 

The study employed appreciative inquiry (AI) as an integral part of its research 

methodology. Bergmark and Kostenius (2018), Collington and Fook (2016), Cooperrider 

and Whitney (2005), Cooperrider et al. (2008), Hammond (2013), Preston (2017), and 

Scott and Armstrong (2019) argue that AI is one of the many qualitative approaches to 

conducting research. As evidenced in the literature and my experience with AI before this 

study, the AI methodology is a useful research design for studies aimed at soliciting the 

best of what is, the dreams of participants, and how those dreams could be realized. 

Further, the AI and positive psychology theories that guided this study worked well with 

the methodology. Together, they helped define the scope, purpose, and language used to 

plan the research from the beginning to the end. Also, the AI methodology provided a 

useful research design that suited the purpose of my dissertation (i.e., to use the positive 

voices of international graduate students to inform policies and programs of universities 

in Ontario). As Cooperrider and Srivastava (1987) point out in their seminal paper, I 

acknowledge that “there are many different ways of studying the same phenomenon, and 

the insights generated by one approach are, at best, partial and incomplete” (p. 158). In 

other words, by the account of the thought leaders of AI, no methodological approach can 

claim to have the one right answer or completely close the gap in the existing literature. 

Instead, every approach is crucial in finding some of the answers, and in my research, AI 
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was well situated in exploring the peak experiences of international graduate students in 

their studies (Buchanan, 2014; He & Oxendine, 2019; Kadi-Hanifi et al., 2013).  

Again, Cooperrider and Srivastva (1987) argue that there are “multiple ways of 

knowing, each of them valid in its own realm when judged according to its own set of 

essential assumptions and purposes” (p. 158). The point of these scholars is that different 

epistemologies exist, and each of them is valid under what they are set up to accomplish 

and the values and principles behind them. Also, to these scholars, different 

methodological approaches can be used to study the same phenomenon, and the approach 

one takes has a direct influence on the outcome because of the guiding principles and 

assumptions informing it. The point is that, as diverse beings, we must seize the 

opportunity and available support systems to engage in research that provides alternative 

ways of enhancing the life chances of individuals and groups. The reasoning here is that 

one size does not fit all (Reed, 2007); therefore, using AI for this research fulfilled and 

strengthened the argument that there are multiple ways of knowing, and each of them is 

valid in its own terms. Consequently, this studyʼs use of AI as both a theoretical and 

methodological approach has generated alternative and innovative data which could help 

in creating a win-win outcome for international graduate students and the higher 

education institutions that receive these students. Also, Canadian society and the field of 

international higher education in general stand to benefit from this study’s findings.  

In AI, the inquiring/investigating part constitute the methodology (Bergmark & 

Kostenius, 2018; Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005; Duckins, 2017). 

It is essential to point out that the thought leaders did not provide a definitive 

procedure for using AI in a research setting. Instead, as Bushe (2011) notes, Cooperrider 



65 

 

and Srivastva wanted researchers “to focus on the philosophy behind this approach and 

not see it as a technique” (p. 88). However, later, based on their experience with AI, 

Cooperrider and Whitney (2005) suggested that “although AI has no formula, the change 

efforts of most organizations flow through the 4-D Cycle [discovery, dream, design, and 

destiny]” (p. 15). Given that premise, as a methodology, Cooperrider and Whitney (2005) 

provide the 4-D cycle as an adaptable guide to using this qualitative research approach. 

Although I followed the 4-D cycle in this study, I could not determine the research topic 

with participants. Instead, I singlehandedly selected the initial affirmative topic choice—

“Envisioning Exceptional Educational Experiences for International Master’s Students at 

a Southern Ontario University.” This was because the current study did not meet the 

threshold of a whole system initiative encouraged by AI scholars (Cooperrider et al., 

2008; Reed, 2007; Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2003, 2010) and I therefore opted for an 

individual researcher’s approach to explore what gives life to and the positive dreams of a 

sample. 

Appreciative inquirers prefer that institutions or participants define the affirmative 

topic choice because the research is theirs (Cockell & McArthur-Blair, 2012; Cooperrider 

et al., 2008). However, I adopted a different approach because I am not a member of the 

study population but an outsider. Nevertheless, the proposed topic evolved to reflect 

participant narratives and the study’s findings: “Positive Experiences, Dreams, and 

Expectations of International Master’s Students at a Southern Ontario University: An 

Appreciative Inquiry.” In addition, destiny—the final element of the 4-D cycle—could 

not be covered because I did not have decision-making powers and responsibilities to 

execute the recommendations offered to inform policy and practice. Instead, I fulfill this 
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phase with the executive summary I will be sharing with the Vice Chancellor of the 

institution where this study took place and other Ontario university Vice Chancellors. 

Below, I discuss the 4-D cycle and how I used it in the study. 

The 4-D Cycle of Appreciative Inquiry 

 As already pointed out, the 4-D cycle moves in four phases—i.e., discovery, 

dream, design, and destiny. However, for the process to begin, the researcher and 

participants select an affirmative topic choice to guide the study. The four phases and the 

affirmative topic choice are discussed below. 

The Affirmative Topic Choice 

The 4-D cycle is set in motion once an affirmative topic choice is identified by the 

collective, leadership, and researchers (Bushe, 2011; Cockell & McArthur-Blair, 2012; 

Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005). According to Cooperrider and Whitney (2005), the 

affirmative topic choice “is the starting point and the most strategic aspect of any AI 

process” (p. 17). In other words, the affirmative topic choice defines the topic and scope 

of the inquiry for participants and the researcher, and it informs all four phases of the 

cycle. As already stated, for this research, the affirmative topic choice of inquiry first 

emerged from my interest in the subject, my lived experience as a former international 

student, related international student literature, the AI and positive psychology theories, 

and AI methodology. However, later, in addition to the influences mentioned above, 

participants’ stories helped reformulate the affirmative topic choice.   

Discovery 

Once an affirmative topic choice is identified, the appreciative inquirer leads 

participants to discover what is working well for them in their work, institution, or 
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studies. Specifically, the first phase of the cycle is discovery. Here, the inquirer explores 

“the best of what is” working well for the individual and/or group (Cooperrider & 

Whitney, 2005, p. 28). At this stage, participants express appreciation for the things that 

make them happy and productive, fulfilling the positive principle of the AI theory 

(Calabrese, 2006; Cockell & McArthur-Blair, 2012; Kozik, 2018; van der Vaart, 2017) 

and positive psychology theory (Sheldon & King, 2001; Souders, 2020). According to 

Bushe (2011), discovery is when “participants reflect on and discuss the best of what is 

concerning the object of inquiry” (p. 88). In this study, before every interview and focus 

group session, I explained the AI cycle to participants and informed them that the data 

collection process covered the discovery, dream, and destiny phases. Then, participants 

were reminded of the shift from one cycle to another when the questions were exhausted 

at one stage. At the discovery phase of the study, I asked the following two semi-

structured open-ended questions to individual and focus group participants: “What are 

you grateful for in your master’s program, and why is it important to you?” and “As we 

are still experiencing the COVID-19 pandemic, what is working well in the master’s 

program for you?” The focus was to discover what made international master’s students 

feel alive in their programs to inform policy and practice and shift the narrative from 

negative to the positive international graduate student experience. In other words, the 

findings from the discovery stage might communicate to policymakers and practitioners 

about what is working well for international students and the efficiencies and high points 

of existing international graduate student policies and practices while enriching the 

international student literature with positive stories. 
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Dream 

After participants shared what they were grateful for and discovered the best of 

what was in their respective programs and institution, they proceeded to the dream 

phase of the cycle. According to Cooperrider and Whitney (2005), at the dream stage, 

the appreciative inquirer collects data on “what might be” the destination the group 

envisions for their institution (p. 4). Put differently, participants imagine what is 

possible and the potential changes they can employ to advance the institution and the 

well-being of the collective. The anticipatory principle of AI states that individuals and 

groups invest resources into the images, dreams, and aspirations they have; therefore, to 

achieve positive change, the collective and institutions should actively project into the 

future with positive attitude and images (Head & Young, 1998; Kozik, 2018; Reed, 

2007). At the dream stage of the study, participants responded to the following 

questions: “What would be your dream international master’s student experience in 

your program?” and “How would you describe exceptional or high-quality learning 

experience in a master’s program?” The findings of these questions could be crucial for 

redefining the current policies and practices of international graduate education in two 

ways: first, because participants who all were international graduate students 

themselves imagined how their experiences could be enhanced if certain conditions and 

resources were available, their collective voice and dreams are more powerful in 

driving change. Second, the findings from the dream stage directly inform 

policymakers and practitioners about how international master’s students envision their 

educational and schooling experience.      
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Design  

After the dream phase was completed, I gradually ushered participants to the 

design stage to make provocative propositions and suggest concrete steps capable of 

turning their dreams into reality. Cooperrider and Whitney (2005) observe that design 

answers the question, “what should be … the ideal” relationships, procedures, or tools 

that may bring out the best in the group? (p. 4), while Reed (2007) adds that “in this 

phase [design], participants work together to craft plans for the future” (p. 33). At the 

design phase of data collection, the constructionist principle of AI helped foster dialogue 

among focus group participants to use their shared dreams to make provocative 

propositions about how their dream international student experience could be realized. 

Focus group participants actively built on each other’s points and presented a common 

message about concrete steps the program and institutional leaders could take to provide 

a high-quality learning experience for international graduate students. The research 

question for the design stage was: “If you were the leader of your master’s program or the 

institution, what three things would you do to give international graduate students 

exceptional or high-quality schooling experience?” The findings from the design phase 

could be crucial for the quality and positive experience participants envisage in their 

programs and institution. This is because respondents offered recommendations and 

suggested steps leaders of their programs and institution could take to enhance the 

positive experience of international master’s students.   

Destiny 

 Destiny is the final stage of the cycle, and it is during this phase that all the 

provocative propositions constructed at the design phase are acted upon to turn dreams 
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into realities. The leadership and the collective actively work on the research findings 

(i.e., the values, the vision, and expectations) to sustain the AI project to achieve the 

purpose of the inquiry (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005; Kozik, 2018; Preston, 2017; van 

der Vaart, 2017; Watkins et al., 2011). There is no research question at the destiny stage, 

but the AI cycle does not end here. Instead, a new affirmative topic choice may be 

identified to keep the cycle in motion. The limitations of this study (e.g., a student 

researcher working within a defined time frame and not being a member of the institution 

where the study took place) did not allow me to continue the research beyond the design 

phase. This is not a deficit of the current study because Cooperrider and Whitney (2005) 

suggest that at the destiny phase, the appreciative inquirer gives “the process away, to 

support organizational members in making it their own” (p. 46). Given the suggestion of 

these scholars, and as already stated, it is at this phase that I will give the Vice Chancellor 

of the Southern Ontario university and Vice Chancellors across Ontario an executive 

summary of this study for their consideration to inform their quest to put students first. 

Figure 1 illustrates AI’s 4-D cycle. 

As shown in Figure 1, the cycle is set in motion once an affirmative topic choice 

is identified and then agreed upon by participants. Based on the selected topic, 

participants proceed to the discovery phase in which they actively seek the best of what 

works well in their studies, work, or institution. The cycle continues from the discovery 

to the dream stage and then to the design and destiny phases. At destiny, a new 

affirmative topic choice may be identified to enable the individual, collective, or 

institution to “rediscover, redream, redesign as change happens” (Cockell & McArthur-

Blair, 2012, p. 30), keeping the cycle in motion. 
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Figure 1 

The 4-D Cycle in Appreciative Inquiry  

 
Note. The arrows in either direction of the cycle show the continuous interactions among 
the phases (4-Ds), none of which are independent of the other in the non-linear process. 
Instead, a continuous back-and-forth movement among all stages focuses on the inquiry’s 
primary goal.  
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Research Population/Participant Selection 

 The research population for this study was limited to international master’s 

students studying in an Ontario institution. Participants were recruited from 7 different 

programs at the institution. The snowball sampling helped to select 17 participants for the 

study. I first recruited and completed 14 semi-structured individual interviews and later 

brought in 3 more participants to make up the minimum number I wanted for the focus 

group discussions. There were 5 discussants each in the first two focus group discussions 

and 6 participants in the third group. Therefore, 16 participants took part in the focus 

group discussions, with 13 of them taking part in both the individual interviews and focus 

group discussions. Conducting the focus groups with the same individual participants was 

crucial for the study because the AI research design supports engaging the same study 

respondents with the different data collection tools during the life of the study to ensure 

depth and rigour of the data (Cockell & McArthur-Blair, 2012; Cooperrider & Whitney, 

2005). No participant dropped out of the study, and the 14 individual interviews and 3 

focus group discussions took place within 6 weeks from September 10 to October 23, 

2020. Demographic data were also collected to highlight the diversity of the international 

graduate student population.  

Snowball Sampling Procedure  

Creswell (2013) notes that snowball sampling “identifies cases of interest from 

people who know people who know what cases are information-rich” (p. 158) for a 

study. Tilley (2016) adds that snowball sampling happens when an interaction “with 

one person connects you [i.e., the researcher] to another and it repeats, creating a 

snowball effect” (p. 101). In other words, Creswell and Tilley suggest that research that 

employs snowball sampling relies on existing participants with the stories and 
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knowledge about the phenomenon under study to recruit subsequent respondents. 

Further, to these scholars, snowball sampling starts from one or a small group of 

participants and expands to cover the sample size required for a study. These scholars’ 

accounts were confirmed in this research. Once I first contacted a participant, other 

international master’s students from the institution reached out to participate, resulting 

in a snowball effect. Unlike Browne (2005), who already knew and made friends with 

some of her research participants before using the snowball sampling to recruit them for 

her doctoral research, I did not know any of my research participants.  

I have used pseudonyms to protect the identities of participants and the institution 

where this study took place. Upon receiving Research Ethics Boards (REB) clearance, 

file number: 20-025-Brown, I used snowball sampling to secure the study’s participants. 

Invitation letters and informed consent forms were sent to provide participants with in-

depth details and to assist them in deciding to participate in the research. The snowball 

sampling lived up to its reputation because participants referred the colleagues and 

friends whom they knew had valuable information for this study.   

The snowball sampling has limitations that are worth noting. According to Cohen 

and Arieli (2011), there is the likelihood that by relying on participants to recruit 

subsequent respondents, there may not be a fair representation of the study population, 

resulting in selection bias. These scholars are right because, as a researcher, when proper 

care is not observed in the selection process, the convenience of receiving referrals may 

deprive potential research participants who hold other perspectives that are information-

rich about the object of study the chance to participate. To avoid selection bias in this 

study, I turned down six interested participants from one particular program because this 

program was adequately represented. In addition, I specifically asked participants to refer 
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their colleagues from different programs to bring diverse perspectives to enrich the 

conversation. Still, despite the potential selection bias, the snowball sampling in this 

study was economical and efficient in providing in-depth data at a relatively faster rate 

(Atkinson & Flint, 2001; Cohen & Arieli, 2011). This was particularly helpful because 

both the recruitment and data collection were conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Yet, participants accepted the message that their voices mattered in their education and 

responded positively to the call to participate. Below, I explain why I collected 

demographic data from participants and follow it up with brief tabular information about 

each participant. 

Demographic Data 

According to the literature and my experience as a former international student, 

international students come from diverse backgrounds and have different needs (Kenyon 

et al., 2012; Klodt, 2019). Given the diversity of international students, Kenyon et al. 

(2012) suggest that “services that are often already available must be targeted more 

specifically by need, instead of toward broad administrative categories with which 

students may not identify” (p. 16). As a result, in order not to lump all international 

students into a false category, I collected brief but essential demographic information 

about participants to determine if factors such as gender, nationality, and the number of 

months enrolled in the program—or combinations of these multiple factors (Grant & 

Zwier, 2012)—influenced their responses. My goal for collecting demographic data was 

in line with Kenyon et al.’s observation that “[international] students who have their 

diverse needs met are more likely to make a lasting contribution to Canadian society” (p. 

17). As noted earlier, pseudonyms have been used to maintain the confidentiality of 

information. Table 1 shows the demographic data of participants. 
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Table 1 

Demographic Information of Participants 

Pseudonym Gender Nationality Age category No. of months 
in master’s 

program 

Capala Male Indian 20-29 1 

Jen-Kan Male Chinese 20-29 1 

Shaiming Female Chinese 30-39 13 

Deng Female Chinese 30-39 14 

Lydia Female Ghanaian 20-29 13 

Evans Male Ghanaian 20-29 13 

Praful Male Indian 20-29 13 

Sajag Male Indian 20-29 13 

Eve Female Ghanaian 20-29 13 

Kamana Female Indian 20-29 13 

Sahas Male Indian 20-29 13 

Chaaya Female Indian 20-29 13 

Jaival Male Indian 20-29 14 

Vihas Male Indian 20-29 13 

Ranajay Male Indian 20-29 16 

Amogha Female Indian 20-29 14 

Abhas Male Indian 30-39 13 

Note. All participants’ names are pseudonyms and are presented here in random order. 
Except for Shaiming, all participants indicated “never married” as their marital status. Also, 
they all identified as “heterosexual.” Participants were recruited from Geography, Sociology, 
Education, Master of Business Administration, Professional Accounting, Mathematics, and 
Material Physics master’s programs. 
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As table 1 shows, participants came from different genders and nationalities, and the age 

range was not vastly different. However, the number of months studied in a master’s 

program varied significantly from 1 month to 16 months. As the study’s findings in 

Chapter Five revealed, the significant difference helped confirm that the positive 

experiences of students who had been in their programs longer were not by accident but 

due to sustained services and conditions put in place by the institution to meet students’ 

needs regardless of the number of months in a program. I also want to point out that the 2 

participants who had been in their graduate programs for only a month were not new to 

the institution. This was because they had already completed a year-long master’s 

preparatory program in the same faculty and institution where they enrolled for their 

graduate studies, meaning, like their counterparts who had spent 16 months in their 

programs, these 2 participants had inside knowledge of the institution.    

Data Collection 

Conducting research amid COVID-19 lockdowns and restrictions on face-to-face 

gatherings between different households meant that cyberspace was the readily available 

medium for data collection. The literature favours web-based data collection because it is 

flexible and cost-effective once all parties have access to the internet (Donalek, 2005; 

Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009). Also, Creswell (2013) and Salmons (2012) favour web-

based data collection due to its time and cost-effectiveness. To that effect, Creswell 

(2013) observes that 

Qualitative data collection via the internet has the advantages of cost and time 

efficiency in terms of reduced costs for travel and data transcription. It also 

provides participants with time and space flexibility that allows them, more time 

to consider and respond to requests for information. (p. 159) 
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In other words, Creswell (2013) argues that online data collection is cost and time-

effective and fast compared to other data collection mediums. Most online platforms, 

such as Microsoft Teams (MS Teams), have the interview transcripts already prepared for 

the researcher with editing to do. Also, Creswell believes that participants can decide and 

select a space and time that are comfortable and conducive for them to participate in the 

study if they elect to do so. Armed with the knowledge that conducting research online 

was an excellent alternative to the traditional face-to-face approach (especially during a 

pandemic), I embraced the chance to move my doctoral journey forward through the MS 

Teams platform, because as a student in a funded program, I had little to no time to spare. 

It was an excellent decision to conduct the research online because we did not have to 

worry about COVID-19 lockdown restrictions while protecting the health and safety of 

the interviewer and interviewee. As Creswell (2013), Donalek (2005), Kvale and 

Brinkman (2009), and Salmons (2012) observe, the online platform saved both parties 

time and cost during recruitment and data collection. Further, it ensured that my doctoral 

studies progressed smoothly despite the challenges posed by the COVID-19 pandemic 

lockdowns.  

In my research proposal, I had suggested using either the MS Teams or Lifesize 

platform as the medium for data collection. Both Lifesize and MS Teams were sanctioned 

platforms by the institution where the study took place; therefore, participants were 

familiar with and had a working knowledge of either of them. However, I ended up 

selecting the MS Teams platform because I was more familiar with it. I was also 

comfortable with the level of data privacy and security offered by Microsoft. Jared 

Spataro, the Corporate Vice President for Microsoft 365, assures users of MS Teams that 
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there are no back doors and no unfettered government access to anyone’s data. These 

were the primary reasons that convinced me to select the MS Teams platform as the 

medium for data collection.  

During the Interview Sessions 

As already stated, upon the REB’s advice, the videos were blocked on MS Teams 

during data collection to give participants an added layer of confidentiality. However, 

before each audio recording began, participants and I appeared on camera to ensure that 

everyone was ready for the session and the technology was working well at both ends. 

Also, the brief video conversation allowed me to provide an informal welcome similar to 

how I would have received them in a face-to-face physical environment. Once both 

parties were satisfied and ready for the formal interview session, we blocked our videos. 

Then, I shared the informed consent form, went through the purpose of the research, their 

rights as participants, and asked for their final permission to carry on with the interview 

session. With their permission, the interview sessions unfolded, and I shared the 

questions via PowerPoint to ensure that the lack of video access and physical face-to-face 

did not hinder participants’ understanding of the questions. This approach also enabled 

participants to keep their responses within the confines of the question, which helped 

with time management. 

Although neither participants nor I could see each other’s body language and 

gestures during the interview sessions, we created a collegial and convivial atmosphere 

that fostered a level of closeness I thought was impossible under such circumstances. 

Notably, we could neither see, touch, nor smell each other, but there was a high level of 

comfort with how participants responded to the questions and the prompts that followed. 

It felt as if we were in a physical face-to-face setting, and all the sessions looked so real. 
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From the first participant to the last focus group discussion, it felt like having a 

conversation over a drink or food. I could feel how relaxed and excited participants were, 

for example, paying tribute to the instructors who go beyond their way to make 

international students enjoy their studies. As a former international student, I could 

follow along with the participants’ dreams about learning and making friends with 

different nationalities. It was also easier to conceptualize the concrete steps participants 

were suggesting that they would have taken to provide an exceptional schooling 

experience for international graduate students if they were the leaders of their programs, 

faculties, or the institution.   

The data collection methods for this study were semi-structured individual 

interviews and focus group discussions. These two data collection methods were crucial 

in ensuring that data were triangulated “to help provide a full picture of the phenomenon” 

(Flynn et al., 2016, p. 101) of the study. According to Flynn et al. (2016), “triangulation 

allows researchers to improve their investigations and understanding of phenomena by 

collecting different kinds of data” (p. 101). These scholars point out that different data 

sources on the same phenomenon or object of inquiry enrich the research, allowing 

researchers to cover the nuances one approach may have missed or overlooked. In 

addition, the overall credibility of the study is enhanced, which can boost the confidence 

of researchers. Next, I explain how I used the AI semi-structured interview and AI focus 

group discussion to collect data.  

Appreciative Inquiry Semi-Structured Individual Interview 

In addition to three focus group discussions, I first conducted 14 semi-structured 

interviews with open-ended questions (see Appendix A for interview questions). The 

individual interview questions were not different from the focus group questions to 
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ensure the triangulation of data and improve the credibility of the research. Besides, I 

wanted to see how other data collection methods with the same questions could produce 

similar responses or different data. Especially, the focus groups were conducted after the 

semi-structured interviews to see if they corroborated the responses shared in the private 

interviews. Also, the individual interviews promoted privacy and allowed participants to 

share their experiences without fear of reprisals from anyone (Esterberg, 2002; Flynn et 

al., 2016). Unlike focus group research, which Flores and Alonso (1995) argue “is about 

establishing and facilitating a discussion and not interviewing a group by exchanging 

questions and answers between the interviewee and interviewer” (p. 85), the semi-

structured interview provided the two parties the opportunity to cover both depth and 

breadth of participant international master’s student positive experiences, dreams, and 

expectations.       

In using semi-structured interviews to study the experiences, challenges, and 

expectations of Chinese international students in a Canadian university, Zhou et al. 

(2017) observe that “semi-structured interviews with open-ended questions provided 

enough room for participants to interpret questions asked and express their views or 

opinions in detail” (p. 218). Zhou et al.’s observation is well documented in the literature 

that semi-structured interviews are relevant in getting the detailed information that 

answers the research questions (Dearnley, 2005; DiCicco‐Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). To 

make the interview sessions effective, I used probing questions (see Appendix A) to elicit 

nuanced and comprehensive information (Burel et al., 2019; Dearnley, 2005). In addition, 

I used unambiguous language to cater to participants’ different English-speaking abilities 

and backgrounds (Arkoudis et al., 2019). Also, I encouraged participants to use 
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translation apps (e.g., Google Translate, Microsoft Translator, and SayHi) to look up 

unfamiliar words in the questions and our conversations; however, none of the 

participants used an app or dictionary. All interview conversations were recorded and 

transcribed, and transcripts were sent to participants for revision to ensure the content 

accurately reflected their ideas and feelings (Cope, 2010; Flynn et al., 2016; Tilley, 

2016). The average duration of the individual interviews was 60 minutes, after which 

participants unblocked their videos and appeared for informal conversations before 

ending the MS Teams call.    

Appreciative Inquiry Focus Groups 

After completing all 14 semi-structured individual interviews, using the 

theoretical lenses of AI and positive psychology as a guide, I conducted three focus group 

discussions (see Appendix B for questions) involving 16 participants. Focus groups 1 and 

2 (FG1 and FG2) had five participants each, and the third group (FG3) had six 

discussants. Of the 16 participants, 13 had already taken part in the private interviews. 

Still, the 13 participants were interested in exploring the same questions in a group 

setting to see how they could discover, dream, and design their international master’s 

experiences and expectations with their colleagues. Unlike the semi-structured interviews 

where participants selected a place and time that worked best for them, in the focus group 

discussions, I sent out a doodle poll with three options to enable respondents to choose 

one of the time slots. The first two dates were quickly filled up, but the third one was not 

favourable to participants. As I worked with the rest of the participants to identify a 

suitable time, the first two focus groups were conducted. Finally, six participants selected 

the last slot, and we completed the third focus group discussion.   
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Before the semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions, I reminded 

and encouraged participants to select locations that allowed for privacy and 

confidentiality so that they could speak without being overheard, and I did not risk 

recording the voices of others. In addition, before each focus group session, I assured 

participants that I would take every precaution to maintain the confidentiality of the data; 

but the nature of the focus group prevented me from guaranteeing confidentiality 

(Coffelt, 2017; Halcomb et al., 2007; Sim & Waterfield, 2019). As a result, I reminded 

discussants to respect the privacy of fellow participants and not share what was discussed 

at the session outside of the gathering. After discussing confidentiality issues with 

participants, I sought their approval and recorded the conversations while taking notes to 

prompt further discussion. I served as both the moderator and note taker and debriefed 

participants at the end of each session to allow them to check the accuracy of my 

understanding of their responses (Halcomb et al., 2007; McMahon & Winch, 2018; Sim 

& Waterfield, 2019).  

At the end of each session, I encouraged participants to ask questions and make 

additional contributions they could not cover during the discussions. We also had a 

chance to debrief, and I highlighted the main points and summarized the consensus they 

built during the discussion. Sim and Waterfield (2019) observe that the debriefing phase 

of the focus group “may also provide an opportunity for individual participants to raise 

concerns that may have been difficult to address during the group discussion” (p. 3018). 

These scholars are right when they say that the debriefing phase of the focus group 

allows participants to clarify any concerns they might have with, for example, the 

process, confidentiality, or the summary provided by the moderator. In this study, 
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participants used the debriefing stage to express their profound gratitude for the 

opportunity to use their positive stories to contribute to international education. One after 

the other, everyone expressed their satisfaction with the process and happiness to meet 

some of their friends after a long break in communication due to the restrictions on face-

to-face gatherings.   

Flores and Alonso (1995) observe that “focus groups are an important way of 

discovering what interviewees think about a concrete theme—what feelings, attitudes, 

reactions, and doubts they have concerning it—in a situation in which they can contrast 

their opinions” (p. 84). The essence of Flores and Alonso’s observation is that focus 

group interviews provide the right avenue for participants who may or may not even 

know each other but have the knowledge, skills, and experience about the topic of inquiry 

to come together, hold dialogue, and co-construct knowledge. This study and the 

literature back Flores and Alonso’s observation that focus group creates a useful platform 

for participants to come together to explore the object of inquiry and, in the process, 

allow the researcher to collect rich data for analysis (Rabiee, 2004; Vaughn et al., 1996). 

Given that premise, Cooperrider and Whitney (2005) argue that “at the heart of AI is the 

appreciative interview, a one-on-one dialogue among organization members and 

stakeholders using questions related to highpoint experiences, valuing, and what gives 

life to the organization at its best” (p. 14). In other words, as seen in focus groups, 

Cooperrider and Whitney encourage appreciative inquirers to collect data through an 

environment where participants can dialogue on the affirmative topic choice to construct 

knowledge together. My research was modeled after the suggestions of the thought 

leaders of AI. Participants came together to brainstorm ideas about how their programs 
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and institutional leaders can enhance the schooling experiences of international master’s 

students. Each focus group discussion lasted 90 minutes. 

 Data Interpretation  

 To make sense of the data collected from the three phases of the 4-D cycle, 

transcription, member checking, and various processes involving coding, establishing 

themes, and merging similar ones to form key themes for analysis were carried out. 

Below, I detail how the data interpretation process unfolded.  

Transcription and Member Checking 

In this section, I discuss the steps involved in organizing and analyzing the 

collected data. After each AI semi-structured interview and focus group discussion, I 

downloaded the transcripts from MS Teams for editing. In all cases, I replayed the audios 

to edit the transcripts, and on average, I spent 6 hours on the transcripts of each individual 

interview and 10 hours on a focus group discussion (i.e., a total of 114 hours). I noticed 

that the differences in accents made it difficult for the MS Teams transcripts to be of 

good quality. I had to carefully go through with the audio to ensure that I accurately 

captured participants’ responses. After transcription, I sent the individual transcripts to 

participants for member checking (Cope, 2010; Flynn et al., 2016).  

To increase the credibility of qualitative research findings, Kovach (2009) and 

Tilley (2016) remind graduate students to engage in member checking. According to 

these scholars, member checking can happen during any part of a research study 

involving human participants. In addition, Tilley argues that consulting with participants 

and engaging in further dialogue during the life of a study can build a better rapport and 

understanding between all parties involved in the study. Kovach emphasizes that “once 
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individuals have agreed to share their stories, the researcher’s responsibility is to ensure 

voice and representation. That participants check and approve the transcripts of the 

stories” (p. 99). Tilley adds that member checking allows the researcher to “check on 

whether the researcher’s representation of data reflects the participants’ intended 

meanings” (p. 145). As an ethical researcher, I carried out the suggestions of Kovach and 

Tilley and sent the transcripts to participants to confirm their own statements for veracity. 

The member checking lasted 35 days because it coincided with the end-of-term 

examinations of participants. Out of the 14 individual transcripts sent out, only one 

participant corrected a grammatical error. Everyone else returned theirs with the 

statement that the transcripts represented the conversations we had, and they were 

satisfied with the content. No one added or took out anything. Track changes were used 

to indicate where the grammatical error was. Such as triangulating the data, I believe that 

engaging in member checking enhances the credibility of this research, a position 

supported by Birt et al. (2016), Cope (2010), and Flynn et al. (2016). 

Data Interpretation—Process 

All interview transcripts were uploaded to NVivo software for coding. According 

to Williams and Moser (2019), the NVivo software—a qualitative data management 

software—assists researchers to efficiently organize, store, and retrieve data for analysis. 

I used NVivo for coding because I have experience using the software (Ankomah et al., 

2018), and similar to Welsh’s (2002) observation, it is easy to import and export data 

from any source; code, form themes, and categories; write memos; and write the research 

analysis. Using NVivo, I read both the focus group and interview transcripts several 

times while coding related key terms, concepts, patterns, and connections to build themes 
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for further interpretation with the conceptual and theoretical framework and related 

literature (Alqudayri & Gounko, 2018; Cope, 2010; Welsh, 2002; Williams & Moser, 

2019). According to Cope (2010), “coding involves reading and rereading, thinking and 

rethinking, and developing codes that are tentative and temporary along the way, even 

during an on-going research project” (p. 445). Cope’s observation was confirmed in my 

research because I came back and forth doing open coding, coding the codes, collapsing 

them into manageable themes that made sense for interpretation (Cope, 2010; Strauss, 

1987; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). In this research, the first and subsequent readings were 

critical because they helped me become more familiar with the data while keeping an 

open mind about emerging trends. At this point, the data spoke to me, and the feeling was 

like hearing the voices of participants during the interview and focus group sessions 

again. It was fulfilling.  

Tilley (2016) reminds student researchers that “whatever the process [students 

adopt—whether hand, software, or a combination], analyses must be completed in 

systematic and transparent ways to ensure that findings are seen to be credible responses 

to the research questions” (p. 153). In line with Tilley’s suggestions, the research 

questions became the frame of reference during coding (Weston et al., 2001), and I 

completed all the coding on one question across all transcripts before proceeding to the 

next, repeating the process until all the questions were coded. This kind of question 

coding was preferred because it allowed me to fully understand the stories in the data set 

better. The coding was not a straightforward exercise; instead, it was messy (Cope, 2010; 

Tilley, 2016; Weston, 2001; Williams & Moser, 2019), and at times, I coded data from, 

for example, research question 5 to research question 3 and vice versa. To that effect, 
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Cope (2010) and Tilley (2016) argue that the coding process is not linear but circular, 

messy, and sporadic, requiring attention to detail to identify and connect the patterns in 

the data set. As my research was informed by an AI theoretical and methodological 

framework, codes and themes emerged from the data, and data was saturated because 

participants said and built on the same points across the three AI cycles (discovery, 

dream, and design), thereby producing five key themes for analysis and six 

recommendations to inform policy and practice. I did not pre-determine codes (i.e., no a 

priori codes). Instead, I trusted the AI process (Cockell & McArthur-Blair, 2012; 

Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005) and allowed participants best experiences, dreams, and 

expectations to emerge from the data set.   

After coding and collapsing similar ones to establish the final themes, I had the 

option to interpret the data in the NVivo software, but I elected to export the themes to 

continue the analysis in Microsoft Word. The reason was that I enjoy writing in Word, so 

I did not see the motivation to continue using the software. In other words, in addition to 

the NVivo software, data analysis was done manually, because as Basit (2003) identifies, 

“the computer and the text analysis packages do not do the analysis for the researcher” (p. 

145). As a data management tool, NVivo helped in the overall organization of my 

research, and it made the coding process smoother and enjoyable. The data analysis was 

informed by related literature to identify similarities, disagreements, and alternative views 

(Boote & Beile, 2005; Bruce, 1994; Randolph, 2009). Further, in line with the purpose 

and rationale of this research, first-person accounts of respondents were included to boost 

the study’s credibility and make participants’ voices prominent and present in the study 

(Bergmark & Kostenius, 2018; Gao, 2019; Mitra 2004).    
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Ethical Considerations 

Before commencing the research, I reviewed the Tri-Council Policy Statement: 

Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans (TCPS2, 2018) to ensure that, at 

minimum, I understood and ethically conducted this study. Therefore, the TCPS2 (2018) 

became the primary guidebook I used to ensure that participants’ safety, integrity, and 

confidentiality were protected in the research. Ethical principles such as confidentiality, 

privacy, voluntary participation, informed consent, and right to withdraw without penalty 

(Esterberg, 2002; Flynn et al., 2016; TCPS2, 2018) were fully observed to protect not 

only participants but also me, the researcher. Focus group and interview respondents 

alike were made aware that their participation was purely voluntary and a goodwill 

gesture; thus, they were free to stop answering questions, refuse to answer a question, 

and/or withdraw their participation at any time without a penalty. As underscored in the 

TCPS2 (2018),  

Research is a step into the unknown. Because it seeks to understand something 

not yet revealed, research often entails risks to participants and others. These risks 

can be trivial or profound, physical or psychological, individual or social. … 

People have also been gratified and have had their lives enriched by their 

participation in research, either because they may have benefited directly or 

because their participation has contributed to the expansion of knowledge. Given 

the fundamental importance of research and of human participation in research, we 

must do all that we can as a society to ensure that research is conducted in an 

ethical manner so as to build public confidence and trust. (p. 5)  

My role as the researcher in this research was a privileged one. It was a position that 
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came with responsibilities towards participants and the research community, my doctoral 

program, and myself. The TCPS2 (2018) is frank about the unknown and potential risks 

in research to everyone involved; therefore, I went into this research with an open mind 

and commitment to safeguarding the integrity of participants, who, according to the 

literature, could be vulnerable if their involvement is taken for granted (Esterberg, 2002; 

Klodt, 2019; TCPS2, 2018). My quest to earn a doctoral degree while expanding 

knowledge did not mean I was only interested in getting participant stories out there 

without ensuring that they were comfortable sharing their stories with the research 

community.   

As an ethical researcher, I ensured all research participants received invitation 

letters and informed consent forms to provide thorough information about the study. 

Before scheduling interview dates, I encouraged participants to ask for any clarifications 

about their involvement and their rights as respondents, and the benefits of the research 

for them. In addition, before every interview session, I shared the informed consent forms 

and asked if participants had any questions, reminding them of their rights, and once 

again asked if they were still interested in participating in the study. Donalek (2005) 

reminds qualitative researchers that  

Doing qualitative research is an extremely satisfying process. It allows the 

researcher to come to deeply know and be present to other human beings. To 

successfully interview is to connect with another person on a very profound level. 

The giving of one’s story is a deeply valued gift. The researcher has the 

responsibility to care for and respect that gift and to use it as it was intended, that 

others may benefit from the participant’s story. (p. 125) 
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I praise Donalek’s advice because it is timeless and profound, and like the TCPS2, it 

guided me in this research. I found the positive rapport created during the recruitment and 

data collection process exceptionally satisfying because I felt that participants were 

themselves; they were happy to participate, exercised their agency to express their 

individual and collective feelings freely, and most importantly, opted to participate in the 

research themselves. They moved at their own pace and responded to the questions to the 

best of their authentic selves. As DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree (2006) would argue, I did 

not see participants as “conduits from which information is retrieved” (p. 314), but as 

people whose stories were crucial in expanding knowledge in the field of international 

education. Based on DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree’s and Donalek’s advice, I researched 

with a deep conviction that participants were genuinely interested in the research topic 

and focus; that was why they volunteered their time to support my research. Therefore, I 

have treasured participants’ stories as immeasurable gifts entrusted in my care to share 

with the leadership of the institution where this study took place and the research 

community to inform the policies of international education. Now, it is my responsibility 

to respect the beautiful gifts (i.e., positive personal and collective experiences and 

dreams) shared by participants and use them as intended. 

In addition to implementing the TCPS2 in the research, I also was aware of 

McTaggartʼs (2014) caution that “strict ‘principles of procedure’ afford little protection 

in the absence of participant goodwill” (p. 460). McTaggart’s observation and argument 

resonated with me before and during the study. To that effect, I used respectful and 

inclusive language to invite and engage with participants and earned their trust. For 

example, after completing the member-checking phase of the research, some of the 

participants consulted me for academic advice and enquired about how they could 
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effectively credit their sources in their writings, an academic challenge they grappled 

with. Besides, a participant asked for my assistance in navigating an unpleasant exchange 

with the co-op office, which I obliged. The outcome was very positive, and this 

participant found the co-op opportunity he desperately needed. Also, a participant has 

since completed the program but kept in touch with me through the job search. This 

participant sent me a thank you email when he found a job related to his area of expertise. 

Finally, participants were very interested in this research and remained open for further 

interviews and discussions. The above healthy developments were not luck but rather a 

result of the respectful and ethical manner I employed to build trust with participants. In 

addition, Berger (2008) suggests that when conducting research, a researcher’s 

“responsibility extends throughout [the] research and beyond the writing” (p. 74). 

Agreeing with Berger, I owe this study’s participants gratitude and trust during and after 

the completion of this research, and, as an appreciative inquirer and an ethical researcher, 

I will continue to respect the confidentiality and will of participants as I share their rich 

stories with the community.    

As stated earlier, in my quest to expand knowledge, I have an unconditional 

obligation towards the safety and security of everyone involved in the research process. 

For me, Donalek and the TCPS2 gave me the epistemological foundation to be respectful, 

accountable, and ethical in undertaking this research. The following concrete steps were 

taken to ensure the integrity and confidentiality of participants: 

• I obtained REB clearance (file number: 20-025-Brown) before the first contact 

was made with a participant, and I have diligently upheld what I proposed to do. 
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• Given that data collection was online, it was challenging for participants to 

provide signed consent forms. As a result, I obtained verbal consent from 

participants (see Appendix C for sample).   

• I read the consent forms and allowed participants to ask questions for clarity to 

ensure that they understood what they consented to in the research. Only 

participants who gave their consent were interviewed.  

• In addition to participants checking their interview responses immediately after 

data collection (member checking), I will email them an executive summary of 

the study to ensure accountability. 

• During the research, participants were made aware that they could contact me 

directly for feedback. 

• All paper accounts of participants have been shredded. 

• All electronic files are stored on a password-protected computer used only by me. 

• Pseudonyms have been assigned to all respondents, and participants themselves 

do not know their assigned masked identities.  

• A master list that links participant identifiers with pseudonyms was created to de-

identify the data, ensuring that transcripts were not stored with identifiers.  

• All participant identifiers were destroyed after data collection.  

• The names of participants and audiotapes were destroyed after data collection. 

• There were no photos and videos of participants.  

• All the de-identified data will be kept for 7 years, after which time I will 

confidentially destroy them; however, email addresses have been retained to 



93 

 

enable me to send an executive summary of the research to participants when 

ready.  

• Participants’ email addresses will be destroyed as soon as the executive summary 

is sent to them.  

Restatement of the Study Purpose 

From the preceding chapters, it is clear that prospective international students will 

continue to cross borders to advance their education even if in the midst of a pandemic 

such as the current COVID-19 or border restrictions imposed by governments. It is also 

clear that there will be international students across the globe at any point in time. As 

already stated in Chapter 1, the purpose of this research was to consider the positive 

voices—both evident and nuanced—of international master’s students, as expressed 

through their thoughts, impressions, and viewpoints to inform policies and programs of 

universities in Ontario. I believe that the purpose of this study will be realized because of 

the credibility of the research process, including accountability to participants and the 

subsequent sharing of an executive summary with institutional leaders for their attention.   

Chapter Summary 

This chapter described the research design, data analysis methods, and ethical 

considerations employed to explore the positive voices of international master’s students 

at a university in Southern Ontario. A detailed account of how the research was carried 

out was presented to give insight into how participants were recruited, the interview 

process, and the 4-D cycle of AI in action. In the next chapter, I present and discuss the 

key findings of the research as they pertained to the AI’s interviews and focus group 

discussions. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

Based on the literature on international students and the theoretical and 

conceptual framework (i.e., AI and positive psychology theories) informing the study, 

this chapter identifies and discusses the study’s key findings derived from each part of the 

AI cycle. In other words, the findings and discussion integrate the data obtained from the 

discovery, dream, and design stages of the study to maintain the holistic nature of what 

worked well for participants, their dreams, and how they believed policymakers could 

meet their needs. This approach is necessary because the 4-D cycle is a holistic and 

integrated cycle that allows participants to connect their narratives from the three phases 

executed during data collection. Therefore, I have organized the findings and the 

discussion around the key themes that emerged from the three phases collectively rather 

than as separate entities.  

The study’s two primary questions—“What are international graduate students’ 

positive experiences and dreams when completing their master’s programs in Ontario?” 

and “How do international graduate students envision their educational experiences in 

their master’s programs?”—were divided into five AI subquestions, restated here to give 

context to the key themes:   

1. What are you grateful for in your master’s program, and why is it important to you?  

2. As we are still experiencing the COVID-19 pandemic, what is working well in the 

master’s program for you? 

3. What would be your dream international master’s student experience in your 

program? 

4. How would you describe an exceptional or high-quality learning experience in a 

master’s program? 
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5. If you were the leader of your master’s program or the institution, what three 

things would you do to give international graduate students an exceptional or 

high-quality schooling experience? 

To answer the research questions, the study’s key findings from the 14 AI 

interviews and three AI focus group discussions are presented and discussed under the 

banner of five main themes: (a) personal well-being and sense of belonging, (b) 

instructors’ pedagogical practices, (c) financial constraints and employment 

opportunities, (d) career development, and (e) policies.  

Personal Well-Being and Sense of Belonging 

 Five subthemes emerged under the theme of personal wellbeing and sense of 

belonging: (a) family support, (b) learning and making friends with diverse students, (c) 

support from institution’s staff, (d) the diversity of the teaching population, and (e) 

extracurricular and networking activities. 

Family Support  

In this study, all participants identified family support before and during the 

COVID-19 pandemic as the primary factor that bolstered their educational experiences. 

For participants, family members were their loved ones because they received 

unconditional support, exceptional care, and attention from them. As revealed in the data, 

participants frequently mentioned the financial and emotional support provided by 

relatives, without which they would have had to struggle to meet the high costs and 

endure the emotional weight of studying abroad alone. Participants’ well-being and sense 

of belonging were effectively supported by their relatives far and near, and as their 

narratives indicated, family support meant they had peace of mind to focus on their 
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studies and enjoy their international schooling experience. Participants suggested that 

despite the challenges their families experienced back home, they remained hopeful that 

their tuition fees and expenditures were not in jeopardy. The discussion on this topic was 

emotional for participants as they spoke about their families’ hardships; yet, the families 

always found the resources, care, and love to support their loved ones’ international 

studies. I believe that participants’ positive feelings are not unique to international 

students but are also shared by all students whose relatives maintain a healthy 

relationship with them. In our interview session, Praful explained that “due to the support 

and encouragement from my family, I have not dropped out of the program, and I am 

actually enjoying my studies so much in this COVID-19 time.” All participants echoed 

Praful’s feelings about the crucial role of family during their international studies. For 

example, Sahas, Ranajay, and Shaiming all stated that the overall support from their 

families back home had been excellent. To these participants, despite the COVID-19 

pandemic, their families were still doing their best to pay their costly international tuition 

to ensure that they enjoyed an uninterrupted education. They were happy too about the 

regular video conversations with their relatives before and during the pandemic. 

In other words, family support was the most important factor that benefited 

participants in their respective programs and international studies, contributing to their 

well-being and sense of belonging. This discovery came as a surprise because family 

members were not in the programs with participants, so crediting their happiness and 

engagement in their studies to family was remarkable and enchanting. Could it be that the 

COVID-19 pandemic fostered a special bond and created a realization among families 

that they were in these uncertain times together? What could have accounted for 

participants not to have taken family support in their programs and international studies 
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for granted and instead placed it at the summit of what worked well for them? Regardless 

of the reasons, some of the answers can be traced to AI theory (Bushe, 2011; Cooperrider 

& Whitney, 2005) and positive psychology theories (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 

2000; Sheldon & King, 2001) that informed the study. As an appreciative inquirer, I 

should not be surprised because by explaining the discovery phase of the 4-D cycle and 

asking positive questions to participants, they understood what underpinned their 

international education. They appreciated and cherished the stronger ties they maintained 

with family and believed their overall health and well-being were better due to their 

respective families’ continuous financial and emotional support. It is evident that 

students’ well-being and sense of belonging are crucial to their schooling experience, 

particularly international students studying away from their own homes (Chen & Zhou, 

2019); however, I was struck by how participants pinpointed family members both in 

Canada and back home as the primary reason they did well in their programs and 

international studies. At the time of data collection, all participants of this study lived in 

Canada for their studies.  

Shaiming, one of the course-based International Student Program (ISP) students 

from China, for example, underscored in the individual interview that  

My family has been the anchor of my life in the program, and I couldn’t imagine 

my life without their support. My family has been the source of my motivation to 

push on despite the challenges I am facing in my program and here in Canada as 

an international student. They keep me healthier, happier, and motivated to stay 

focus on my studies. The deeply connected relationship is my source of power 

and strength in the program and my international studies, especially during this 

COVID.  
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Shaiming and other participant stories confirm that strength-based questions grounded in 

AI and positive psychology orientations have the power to bring to the surface taken-for-

granted assistance and support that keep students happily engaged in their studies 

(Anderson, 2004; Cockell & McArthur-Blair, 2012; Kozik, 2018; Scott & Armstrong, 

2019). According to Shaiming, family is her anchor, hope, and inspiration in her master’s 

program and international studies. The positive language Shaiming used to describe the 

unconditional support she enjoyed from family is powerful and laden with crucial 

messages for programs and institutions about how the totality of family support underpins 

students’ sound mind and inner peace (Craig, 2021; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; 

Sheldon & King, 2001) when school is in session. Also, Shaiming’s tribute and gratitude 

to her family could be a source of inspiration for policymakers to understand the positive 

influence of relatives on students’ schooling experiences, allowing them to design 

policies that could strengthen excellent family ties. An example of such policy, as 

suggested by participants, could be cutting international tuition fees to reduce the 

financial constraints on families.   

At the discovery phase, the data revealed that apart from the three respondents in 

funded programs, participants in the ISP (non-funded) programs believed that they could 

not have pursued international studies if not for the selflessness and generosity of their 

families. Consistent with the literature, these participants agreed that they enjoyed their 

programs, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic, because their families supported 

them socially, emotionally, psychologically, and financially (Stevenson & Bland, 2017). 

In their research about the implications of family support for international students in the 

United Kingdom, Stevenson and Bland (2017) identify that “the financial support that 
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came from family was, for many, decisive in whether they could take up the experience 

of studying in the UK” (p. 21). The findings of the current study support Stevenson and 

Bland’s research results because, as noted in this study, all 12 ISP participants in the 

private interviews and the additional 2 in the focus group discussions expressed that they 

were thriving in their programs and international studies due to the financial and other 

support from family. In challenging times such as being an international student during a 

pandemic, it was noteworthy to discover that participants’ well-being was supported by 

the significant role of the family in their education. The central message was that family 

was the primary reason students remained resolute and engaged in their quest for higher 

and prestigious credentials in an international institution where they paid higher tuition, 

even during the pandemic. To that effect, Craig (2021) and positive psychologists 

emphasize that students who express gratitude are less stressed and happy in their 

schooling experience. Therefore, participants of this study benefitted and flourished from 

expressing gratitude to their family members for supporting and providing for their needs. 

Calder et al. (2016) and Klodt (2019) also identify the roles families play in 

international students’ education. For example, Calder et al. found that international 

students’ well-being was boosted when they received some support from their relatives 

when faced with housing and financial constraints; however, their study did not recognize 

family support as a significant contributing factor in the education of international 

students in Canada. Klodt’s study of international students’ experience in Ontario 

institutions also identifies the social and financial responsibilities of families in the 

international education of students and acknowledges the enormous challenges on these 

families. However, like Calder et al.’s research, Klodt’s study passively pays tribute to 
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the financial and emotional support families provide to the academic development of 

international students. It is essential to point out that the literature on international 

students’ experience does not comprehensively capture the crucial role families play in 

the positive experiences of these students, making the current study’s results relevant in 

the literature. It is also significant to point out that although previous studies have not 

paid much attention to how family support promotes international students’ well-being 

and sense of belonging, this study’s data indicates that relatives play crucial roles in 

students’ happiness and flourishing in their studies. Participants such as Ranajay, Jen-

Kan, and Amogha shared how they always made their parents proud by praising their 

efforts and sacrifices in getting them international education. 

Stevenson and Bland (2017) touch on the many ways families support 

international students in the U.K. These scholars asked if participants had a positive or 

negative relationship with relatives during their international education. Although 

Stevenson and Bland were interested in international students’ relationships with their 

families, they were also specifically interested in any negative relationships, which 

contrasts with the AI and positive psychology theories informing this study. As already 

mentioned, the AI and positive psychology theories do not ignore the problems 

participants share; however, these theories do not initiate the conversation from a 

problem-finding position (Cockell & McArthur-Blair, 2012; Cooperrider et al., 2008). In 

other words, unlike Stevenson and Bland’s strength and deficit-based approach, this 

study’s theoretical and conceptual framework did not initiate the conversation from a 

negative standpoint. As evidenced in this research, the challenges participants shared are 

part of the findings and the discussions because AI and positive psychology scholars 

encourage researchers to capture the challenges and problems raised by participants. 
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Stevenson and Bland’s approach is well documented in the AI literature: The questions 

researchers ask determine the data they receive (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005; Whitney 

& Trosten-Bloom, 2003, 2010). Hence, the positive principle of AI suggests that 

researchers should ask “unconditionally positive questions” (Cooperrider & Whitney, 

2005, p. 53) to generate innovative ideas to engender transformative change (Bushe, 

2001, 2011; Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005; Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2003, 2010). For 

example, when Stevenson and Bland (2017) specifically asked about positive family 

relationships in their survey questions, respondents gave positive accounts of the 

enormous support from family and indicated that “family gave [international students] 

both financial and emotional help and advice, shared their successes, and helped them 

through times of failure or disappointment” (p. 17). Stevenson and Bland’s positive 

findings are consistent with the heartwarming stories this study’s participants shared 

about the influential role of the family in their international education. It is also important 

to point out that this study is arguably one of the first to significantly raise awareness that 

international students enjoy unconditional family support away from home. This is 

because, as already stated, family support emerged as the primary condition that got 

international students motivated in their studies, and participants passionately praised and 

credited their engagements and happiness in their programs to their relatives.  

Further, this study’s use of AI and positive psychology theories encouraged the 

positive subjective experiences and voices (Andrews, 2012; Cooper, 1993; Donaldson & 

Ko, 2010; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000) of international master’s students in 

highlighting the ever-present backstage support of relatives in their international studies. 

As already stated, all participants, including students in funded programs, unequivocally 

identified their families as a primary source of strength and happiness in their studies. 
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Participants believed that the financial assistance, love, and conversations from families 

far and near kept them happy and engaged in their academic work and thought they could 

not have come this far without such support. Amogha proudly spoke about her family’s 

contributions to her international education and how their support worked well for her in 

her program:  

The family remains my most significant source of happiness and engagement in 

this program and uncertain times. I know that my parents trust me a lot; that is 

why they encourage me to do my best despite the challenges I encounter in my 

studies in a foreign country. They continue to pay my tuition and make sure that I 

don’t go hungry. Therefore, what do I have to be afraid of? I feel loved, cared for, 

and blessed; that is why I remain hopeful, happy, and engaged in my studies. 

Amogha’s account epitomizes the feelings of all participants. Like the other participants, 

Amogha knew and understood the source of her financial support, love, and affection as 

she pursued her international education. For example, Amogha, Eve, Evans, Praful, and 

Chaaya described the love and respect family had for them as a driving force behind their 

studies away from home. Also, Amogha mentioned trust, which is critical in relationship 

building and the parties’ good health. Knowing that their families trusted and believed in 

them meant that participants in non-funded programs were assured that regardless of the 

high tuition and other challenges, their relatives would be there to support them. 

From the participants’ stories, it is also important to note that some family 

members from the Global South would appreciate a reduction in tuition to give them 

financial relief (El-Assal, 2020; Zhou et al., 2017) as they were only trying to support the 

interests and passions of their children. In their quest to support their relatives’ education, 

family members often deplete their financial resources, putting undue hardships on 
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students and their guardians (Klodt, 2019; Stevenson & Bland, 2017). As documented in 

the literature (e.g., Calder et al., 2016; Klodt, 2019; Stevenson & Bland, 2017), it was 

evident in my research that participants were worried that the high cost of tuition drained 

their families’ resources. Nevertheless, although it is a choice these international master’s 

students make with the support of their relatives to study abroad, from participants’ 

stories, it is an option that comes with high financial consequences to many families 

because of the expensive tuition. From the data, it was clear that families agree to sponsor 

their relatives abroad for prestigious credentials because they believe that such travel 

experience and degrees from the Global North could earn their children higher income 

and respectable positions when they return home. Unfortunately, as my own story 

demonstrates, not all international students return to their home countries with advanced 

knowledge and skills, defeating such a vision. Also, as the data revealed, participants’ 

decision to study abroad was their own initiative instead of their parents.’ Hence, as they 

reflected on the cost to their relatives, there was a genuine feeling that their decision to 

pursue foreign education posed financial challenges for their relatives and guardians. The 

question that begs an answer is: How would the impact of financial challenges on 

international students’ family members affect the enrollment numbers of this student 

group and Canadian universities’ revenue stream?  

As discussed in the literature, the Global South, where most of these students 

come from, has little to no reliable socio-economic safety nets to support family members 

if they must deal with financial challenges themselves (Ismi, 2004; Nnorom et al., 2015). 

The question in the previous paragraph is relevant because international students incur 

higher tuition costs than their domestic counterparts who hail from the Global North. 
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Countries of the Global North, such as Canada, boast robust socioeconomic safety nets 

that provide financial, medical, and housing support to the unemployed and 

underemployed (Ezeonu, 2000; Ezeonu & Koku, 2008; Otoo, 2015), yet domestic 

students pay three times lower tuition fees than international students (Anderson, 2015; 

Klodt, 2019; Statistics Canada, 2020). From the preceding, this study believes it is crucial 

for Canadian institutions that receive international students from around the world to 

recognize families’ sacrifices in spending three to four times the tuition costs of domestic 

students in educating their family members. With such a realization, it becomes 

incumbent on policymakers to consider the financial backgrounds and sacrifices of 

family members when determining international tuition. Also, it is crucial that 

policymakers consider the positive emotional and psychological roles played by relatives 

of international students to give families the recognition they deserve during, for 

example, graduation ceremonies. Could a minute standing ovation during convocations 

make families consider themselves important stakeholders in their children's education? 

This is something institutions could explore to see the positive impacts of such a small 

gesture. 

Learning About and Making Friends With Diverse Students 

Support from friends is another subtheme that emerged from the data to confirm 

the indispensability of friends in the positive experiences of international students. Like 

the crucial role family members play in the positive schooling experiences of students, 

coursemates, housemates, and schoolmates who become friends contribute significantly 

to the learning experiences of international graduate students. Participants emphasized 

that friends’ support had helped them stay focused, active, connected, and happy before 
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and during the pandemic. There was a high sense of excitement in how participants 

learned, played, and shared information about their backgrounds with colleagues and 

fellow nationals they made friends with. Vihas’ remarks during an individual interview 

about how he appreciated the rich and dynamic bodies and perspectives within his cohort 

and the institution aptly set the tone for the subtheme. Vihas shared: “I couldn’t have 

dreamt of a university like this. Before COVID-19, I met and made friends with students 

from a variety of countries. It is like a natural biosphere where life happens, and I like it 

so much.” 

Vihas’ metaphoric likening of the intercultural and international interactions and 

exchanges in his institution to “a natural biosphere” is accurate because, like his peers, 

they were predominantly in the same homogeneous populations in their home 

institutions. Suddenly, they found themselves in an environment where there were 

different races, nationalities, and sexualities, among other differentiating social markers, 

studying in the same institution and accessing the same facilities regardless of 

background. Also, Vihas and his colleagues noticed that the diversity of the student body 

ensured that different but critical perspectives were always present in the teaching and 

learning process, an observation made in Ammigan and Jones’ (2018) and Zhou and 

Zhang’s (2014) respective studies. Participants appreciated the opportunity to make 

friends and study with other nationals, something they rarely had in their home countries. 

All participants echoed the chance to learn with a diverse student body as being 

memorable and rewarding. It was clear that their current diverse learning environment 

had different perspectives that helped them expand their wealth of knowledge and 

worldview. For example, participants in FG1 discussed how grateful and lucky they were 
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to learn in a country where they were building their knowledge with diverse and 

intelligent colleagues who brought different perspectives into the discussions all the time.  

The consensus among focus group participants was that they always had a global 

presence and experience in their seminars, discussions, and group projects. In addition, 

studying in a culturally diverse institution and country was a wonderful experience for 

participants because they constructed knowledge together and made life-long 

international friends, which gave them a fulfilling schooling experience. In an individual 

interview, Shaiming reflected and shared: “my colleagues are amazing and supportive of 

each other’s learning. I like how we all get along so well, even though we come from 

different countries.” Jen-Kan also was thrilled about the benefits of learning in a 

culturally diverse classroom by sharing the following: “in my program, the students are 

from different backgrounds, and they are knowledgeable. Colleagues always bring 

experiences and examples from their cultural and educational backgrounds to enrich the 

discussion and group work.” In another interview, Jaival also praised the diversity of the 

student population by arguing that “although there are many Chinese and Indians in my 

program, there are other nationalities that add to the beauty of the class. There is an 

abundance of diverse perspectives, and we always hold engaging and respectful 

discussions.” Shaiming, Jen-Kan, and Jaival’s appreciation of learning in a diverse 

student population is consistent with the literature that indicates diverse student 

populations engender rich and insightful class, seminar, and group discussions (Alqudayri 

& Gounko, 2018; Ammigan, 2019; Ammigan & Jones, 2018; Guo & Chase, 2011; Klodt, 

2019; Zhou & Zhang, 2014).  

Also, the narratives are congruent with findings in the literature that indicate 
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learning in a diverse environment motivates students to become receptive to different 

cultures and people in general (Ammigan & Jones, 2018; Guo & Chase, 2011; Zhou & 

Zhang, 2014). For example, Guo and Chase (2011) argue that “learning environments 

that are supportive of diversity can lead to increased openness to diversity, critical 

thinking skills, and greater personal development” (pp. 312−313). This study’s 

participants admitted to being open-minded and welcoming of different cultures and 

nationalities and benefiting from other nationals’ new ideas and perspectives during 

group projects and class discussions. Ultimately, as pointed out by Guo and Chase and 

the current study’s participants, a diverse and healthy learning environment promotes 

personal well-being, a sense of belonging, and critical thinking, which are crucial to 

providing a high-quality experience for international students. Furthermore, participants 

in this study highlighted that the different perspectives allowed them to expand their 

thinking and accept differences.  

In addition, participants’ positive narratives about their experience learning in a 

diverse environment echo the literature that shows diverse classrooms foster learning and 

friendship among the various backgrounds sharing the same space and time (Alqudayri & 

Gounko, 2018; Ammigan, 2019; Guo & Chase, 2011; Klodt, 2019). For example, Guo 

and Chase (2011) found that “campus communities that are more racially and culturally 

diverse tend to create more richly varied educational experiences that better prepare 

[international students] for participation in a democratic society” (p. 312). Guo and Chase 

are right because some of the participants in this study were happy in Canada and 

expressed interest in living and working in and becoming citizens of the country (CBIE, 

2018; El Masri et al., 2015; Government of Canada, 2019; Klodt, 2019) after graduation. 



108 

 

As a result, exposure to the different cultures and democratic practices in their programs 

and institution could be a step in the right direction for international students interested in 

working and making Canada their permanent home after their studies. I want to 

emphasize that not all international students intend to settle in their host countries. In my 

research, it emerged that at least three participants had no interest in staying in Canada 

post-work permit. Also, many Saudi students in Alqudayri and Gounko’s (2018) study 

were happy to return home to use their new knowledge, skills, values, and ideas to foster 

transformative changes to develop their country. As already pointed out, families make 

financial sacrifices for their children to study abroad at times for the prestige that comes 

with studying abroad and the many social and economic opportunities that are open for 

students upon returning home. Therefore, as argued by Bodycott and Lai (2012) and 

Knight (2012), regardless of the cost, relatives of the Global South will continue to 

sponsor their children overseas because the knowledge gained overseas often advantages 

international students in their home countries.   

Participants in this study were also happy about the stronger ties they built with 

their colleagues and housemates. In the FGs, discussants agreed that their friends and 

housemates kept them motivated and happy in the program and especially in their studies 

during the pandemic. Some of the participants lived with housemates, which helped them 

in both their academic and social lives. In addition, participants spoke passionately about 

how they continued to maintain contact with their friends and colleagues before and 

during the pandemic. Like the international student participants in Amos and Lordly’s 

(2014) photovoice study involving international students’ experience with food, FG 

discussants and individual respondents of my research reported sharing food, exchanging 
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presents, playing sports, and working on their school projects in each other’s company. 

Beyond food, participants who lived in the same household with their coursemates were 

so happy because they could learn and discuss course content together. A participant in 

FG1 said 

Basically, I live with some of my coursemates, and we get along very well. We 

study, watch movies, cook and share food, and play together. It’s like a family, 

and I am so happy to be living with friends and coursemates in these difficult 

times. We keep each other’s company and have managed to build a sense of 

community among us, so we are there to support one another in terms of learning 

and our physical and mental well-being.  

As shared by the FG1 participant, housemates bonded over food and encouraged, 

motivated, and inspired each other to study to become successful in their master’s 

programs.  

The findings of this research are consistent with the literature (Ammigan & Jones, 

2018; Amos & Lordly, 2014; Guo & Chase, 2011; Klodt, 2019; Li et al., 2012; Zhou et 

al., 2017) that indicates international students find happiness with each other, collaborate, 

and build a solid community to stave off loneliness. For example, during FG3, one 

participant remarked:  

Due to my international education, I am meeting, learning, and making friends 

with people from all over the world. It’s important for me because I have made 

some very good friends, and I am learning a lot from them. For example, I am 

learning Japanese and Korean languages from my Asian friends. Just this 

morning, I was learning some history from my Indian friends. We talked about 
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one of their famous kings called Ashoka the Great. I don’t want loneliness to 

stress me out, so I reach out to socialize with colleagues. 

To promote their well-being and sense of belonging, international graduate students are 

making the most of the diversity of the student population. As evidenced in the 

contributions of the FG3 participant, the diversity of the student population enabled this 

discussant to make and maintain friends who were from countries other than their own to 

maintain a sense of connection and camaraderie with his new colleagues while away 

from home. During FG2, participants agreed that most of the time, it was the 

encouragement and examples of housemates, friends, and coursemates that motivated 

them to learn. They also spoke about going to the physical library and graduate lounges 

before the pandemic and sharing desks in the common areas of their homes for studies. 

These steps helped participants to make and maintain friends within their cohorts and 

housemates. 

In FG2, a participant noted that he lived with housemates who were in different 

master’s programs. However, according to the participant, they had come together to 

establish a schedule where they met at agreed-upon times in their shared room to keep 

each other’s company while learning their respective courses. Individual participants and 

FG discussants also spoke excitedly about how they reminded their coursemates about 

assignment due dates and times for synchronous classes. In other words, this study’s 

participants bonded with their friends and colleagues to promote their well-being and 

overall enjoyment of their studies. They became each other’s keepers, and instead of 

competing, participants cooperated to promote each other’s academic, professional, 

social, physical, and mental well-being (Ciuffetelli Parker & Ankomah, 2019; Klodt, 
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2019; Stevenson & Bland, 2017). In the absence of close family members and being one 

of the vulnerable groups on campus (Klodt, 2019; Stevenson & Bland, 2017), participants 

found creative ways to keep their hopes of earning their degrees alive. For Amogha, 

support from friends and housemates was one thing that worked particularly well for her 

in her master’s program:  

We do what friends do, you know. When one of us experiences some downtimes 

or goes through some emotional times, we all come together to give our best care 

and support to lift the person’s spirit. Besides, we play sport, go for hikes, share 

food, and encourage each other to stay on top of their studies. It is really great to 

have friends and housemates who make me feel at home, and I am grateful for 

their support.  

Amogha discusses how she and her friends collaborate to make each other’s international 

education worthwhile. From Amogha’s narrative, through goodwill, friends get together 

to engage in all kinds of activities, including sports, to get each other refreshed and happy 

while studying away from home.   

In my interview with Deng, she reflected and shared that the early stages of the 

pandemic increased her loneliness because she lived alone at the time. Realizing what 

was ahead, she acted quickly to avoid potential and protracted isolation, where her only 

contact with people would have been through the internet and when she stepped out for 

exercise or shopping. Hence, Deng rented a vacant room where some of her colleagues 

already lived to have physical interactions with both the international and domestic 

students who shared the house. Deng said the following:  

I moved to my friend’s place to become her housemate. Now, I have someone to 
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chat, play, and learn with. I think these are the conditions making me happy and 

engaged in my studies during this challenging time. Because we are friends and 

colleagues in the same program, we discuss course concepts, give constructive 

comments and suggestions to improve our assignments, and share our 

frustrations and happiness in the program. I moved to live with my friend 

because of my studies, life, mental, and physical health.  

Studying away from home, participants have found creative ways to build a sense 

of community to boost their physical and mental health and sense of belonging to 

overcome the ever-present loneliness and challenges of international students. In solving 

the potential problem of ongoing loneliness and uncertainties, Deng demonstrated the 

critical thinking skills that participants argued their courses helped them develop, which 

is documented in the literature (Alqudayri & Gounko, 2018; Clerehan et al., 2012; Zhou 

et al., 2017). However, Deng was very thankful for the interview question that got her 

thinking about how the move to where other students lived was a shining light in her 

studies. Deng’s realization brings me back to the power and influence of strength-based 

questions in researching the experiences of a population (Anderson, 2004; Scott & 

Armstrong, 2019). By asking unconditionally positive questions (Cooperrider & 

Whitney, 2005), participants reflected on and thought freely about how certain 

conditions, decisions, and actions promoted their well-being. Bushe’s (2007) observation 

that “the focus on the positive in AI can increase positive feelings, the positive talk ratio, 

and make generative thinking and acting more likely” (p. 33) was confirmed in this study. 

Still on the benefits of learning and making friends with diverse students, 

Stevenson and Bland’s (2017) study identified that some international students “consider 



113 

 

friends to be family” (p. 17) because of the mutual respect and support they give each 

other. In the same research, Stevenson and Bland discovered that international students 

relied on their colleagues “to compensate for not having close family relationships by 

drawing on emotional support from their friends and peers” (p. 19). In other words, 

Stevenson and Bland’s study participants placed a premium (Cooperrider & Whitney, 

2005) on the time they shared with friends, leading some of them to benefit from the 

warmth they dearly missed from their relatives. There are parallels between the findings 

of Stevenson and Bland’s study and mine. As already noted, my research participants 

valued the friendship of their peers. For example, Sahas’ narrative during an interview 

puts the importance of friends in the life of an international student into perspective: 

Yes, my friends and housemates support each other a lot. Although we are all 

facing similar challenges of not interacting with third parties due to COVID-19, 

my close friends and housemates have remained open to sharing ideas and 

inspiring each other. You know, we are all in the same boat, so we do the best we 

can to help each other to the best of our financial and social abilities. 

Academically, we are from different specializations and programs, so we cannot 

hold discussions, but in terms of inspiring each other to take the book or complete 

our assignments and submit them, we are doing that a lot. In addition, we do 

groceries and sometimes cook and eat together. Also, in emergencies such as 

quick financial help and health issues, we come together to help. 

Sahas’ glowing tribute to friends and all the encouraging words used by other participants 

to describe the enormous support and bond with friends are stories that should not be 

glossed over in the literature on international students’ experiences. On the contrary, 
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these stories are meaningful and powerful and can inspire positive rapport among 

international and domestic students and inform policies and programs. In that regard, 

scholars such as Chen and Zhou (2019), Stevenson and Bland (2017), and Zhou and 

Zhang (2014) should be commended for highlighting the importance of friendships in the 

academic development of international students in their respective studies. 

With regards to fostering friendships and reducing loneliness among international 

students, I agree with Arkoudis et al.’s (2019) claim that any assumption that interactions 

and good rapport would naturally occur between the different nationalities of 

international and domestic students is false. This is because, as this study’s data and the 

literature suggest (Zhou et al., 2017), due to a lack of friendship among students from 

other nationalities, students from the same country gravitate to their fellow nationals. 

Some of my study’s participants (e.g., Amogha, Jen-Kan, and Ranajay) had no difficulty 

mingling and making friends with other nationals; however, it was not the case for Jaival. 

Jaival suggested that he wanted to make friends with other nationals; however, he felt 

accepted and welcomed by his fellow nationals and enjoyed a better understanding and 

camaraderie with them, a finding highlighted in Zhou et al.’s (2014) study. As Jaival 

emphasized, fellow nationals sang the same songs, watched similar movies, and shared 

common jokes, stories, food, play, and many different things that students from other 

cultures did not understand or appreciate. Hence, it was easier for him and his colleagues 

and friends from India to bond and build their own little community to support each 

other’s studies and mental and physical health. Meanwhile, the same Jaival in the 

individual and FGs thought there should be opportunities for students to make friends 

regardless of immigration status and background. Yet, he was stuck in his comfort zone, 
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making it imperative for institutional leaders to find innovative ways to foster 

transcultural-national interactions and friendships. Although the desire to make friends 

with other nationals was revealed in the data, the limitation of the two-tier system of the 

ISP program meant Jaival and other international students in similar circumstances were 

exposed primarily to Chinese and Indian students.  

Based on the findings of my research, I argue that institutions should do more 

than provide conversation-colleague and language-mentor services (Klodt, 2019; Li et al., 

2012; Li & Tierney, 2013) because not all international students are in the institution to 

improve their English language. There are myriad reasons international students’ study 

abroad, including getting a better job after studies (Bodycott & Lai, 2012; Chen, 2017) 

and academic reputation and prestigious credentials (CBIE, 2018). As evidenced, some 

wanted to socialize and engage in sporting activities but not chat one-on-one with a 

domestic colleague. In this study, participants from only one program reported having 

“conversation colleagues and mentors.” The rest found support from other nationalities 

and their fellow nationals to improve, for example, their English language, academic and 

professional goals, knowledge of the community, and extracurricular activities. Given 

participants’ positive experiences with their diverse friends and colleagues, I argue that 

institutions could use sports, entertainment, and other outdoor and indoor activities to 

create several platforms to encourage friendships and promote international and domestic 

students’ well-being and sense of belonging.   

Support From Institution’s Staff  

Under the theme of personal well-being and a sense of belonging, all participants 

were grateful to the institution’s staff’s commitment to international students’ well-being 
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and success. Participants used words such as “nice,” “friendly,” “exemplary,” “caring,” 

and “helpful” to describe the assistance staff members of their respective programs and 

faculties gave them. For example, in FG2, a participant shared the following with the 

group: 

The staff of my program and the faculty, and the international student center have 

been excellent. They are fast in responding to the questions I have for them. Also, 

they are really kind and welcoming. Their professionalism is commendable, and I 

am so happy to have them in my international student journey. I am not worried 

about where to find what I need because I believe in the staff’s ability to point me 

to the right source. 

These are powerful and encouraging words from a participant enjoying their academic 

work and international studies because of the readily available support services 

administered by the caring and professional staff of the faculty and institution. The 

significance of such a positive experience is that most of these students may be happy to 

recommend the program and institution for their relatives and friends because of the 

sense of belonging they feel from the professionalism of staff members. Other group 

members and individual participants echoed the positive experience shared by the above 

participant. 

The literature indicates that for most international students, the full enjoyment of 

their studies hinges on the positive support from the various institutional services 

managed by support staff (Ammigan, 2019; Ammigan & Jones, 2018; Klodt, 2019). 

Given that premise, while participants in Li and Tierney’s (2013) study about the 

“Experiences of International Students in a Master’s Program” appreciated the available 

support services, they also suggested that “staff support was not enough” (Results 
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section, para. 6) to meet their diverse needs. However, participants in Klodt’s (2019) 

study identified “that there are significant support resources available” (p. 74) for 

international students. Still, most international students either do not know about these 

support services or do not access them. For example, Klodt (2019) found out in her 

research that  

Participants were able to identify support programs for international students 

offered by their universities, including tutoring, conversation clubs, social events, 

and mentors. However, they also reported that these programs were not being 

used by international students, due to the inefficacy of some programs and 

international students’ reluctance to join them. (pp. 91−92) 

The findings of Li and Tierney’s (2013) and Klodt’s (2019) studies do not align 

with the positive accounts of participants in my research, and the reasons could be 

attributed to the positive and appreciative lens of this study. By asking what worked in 

their programs to support their international education, this study’s participants knew 

where and how to access the services they needed and greatly appreciated the 

extraordinary assistance of the faculty staff. For example, a participant in FG1 reflected 

and shared: “I would say that the academic coordinator and the one in charge of 

immigration in my program encourage my friends and me, and they always direct us to 

the information we need.” Here, we see dedicated and responsible staff assisting and 

directing international master’s students to the information they needed to enjoy their 

studies and stay in Canada.  

The following first-person account of a participant from FG1 embodies the 

positive feelings of the international master’s student participants of this research, and it 

also shows how asking positive questions generate strength-based data: 
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Faculty staffs are open-minded and understand the needs of students. The faculty 

staffs really support international students in various ways. For example, we have 

an exemplary academic coordinator who cares about our educational welfare and 

ensures that our international studies are going well. There is another staff person 

responsible for the international student visa and program design. Being away 

from home [i.e., China], I have encountered many challenges and difficulties in 

my academic and day-to-day life. Sometimes, I lack confidence in my ability to 

do things, but a staff person has been supportive. He cares about my academic 

progress and mental health, and to him, I am most grateful. He’s really 

knowledgeable and supportive, and I would say he has supported me every step to 

find my feet on the ground and do well in the program and Canada. He is always 

willing to listen and talk to me.  

The FG1 participant’s reflective account of the support from program staff indicates that 

the institution’s non-teaching staff met the needs of international students. Moreover, 

students recognized the willingness of these staff persons to help them navigate their way 

around the institution and the country—an observation also made in Calder et al.’s (2016) 

study. I believe that the fundamental message in the above quotation is that the well-

being and sense of belonging of participants in this research were ensured due to the 

selflessness and professionalism of the institution’s staff. However, I argue that without 

the AI and positive psychology theoretical lenses used in this study, most of these 

positive accounts and gratitude would not have come to the surface. Therefore, as argued 

by Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi (2000), it is crucial that psychologists inform the field 

and their practice with studies that focus on “strength and virtue” (p. 7) and not only on 

studying “pathology, weakness, and damage” (p. 7).   
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As already stated, participants in my study did not allow the challenges of the 

COVID-19 pandemic and the everyday challenges of international students, such as 

academic uncertainties (Alqudayri & Gounko, 2018; Chen & Zhou, 2019) and culture 

shock (Brevetti & Ford, 2017; Burel et al., 2019) to influence the positive images they 

had about the support staff. Instead, they praised the contributions of the staff in their 

studies, confirming what the literature says. For example, Zhou et al.’s (2017) study 

found that   

Even though ISC [International Student Center] staff did not always have the 

answer, they could direct students to those who did. The existence of ISC 

provided significant assistance to international students by providing various 

services or workshops that helped with applying for a US visa, applying for work 

permits, job hunting, and English conversation skills. (p. 222) 

In the life of an international student from a non-English speaking country, such as this 

study’s participants and those of Zhou et al.’s research, receiving academic, employment, 

and documentation support are crucial to their positive schooling experience. My study’s 

participants reported receiving all the services identified in Zhou et al.’s study and 

articulated in the interviews and FGs that the international student office adequately met 

their needs and expectations. Furthermore, as Ammigan and Jones (2018) and Ammigan 

(2019) point out, the quality of academic experience is the primary focus of most 

international students. Therefore, as international students obtain educational workshops, 

conversation colleagues, and expert advice on study permits and travel documents, the 

chances are that their academic work receives a positive boost which could give them an 

exceptional schooling experience.   
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Also, participants found support from their graduate program directors (GPDs) to 

significantly help them in their studies. Especially during the pandemic, participants 

noticed an uptick in the level of care for international students from the check-in emails 

they received from their program leaders. For example, Evans was encouraged by the 

selfless assistance of the program’s director. He recounted how the GPD’s forward-

thinking leadership helped him and other international students in the program find paid 

co-op opportunities during the pandemic. For Evans, it was the initiative the GPD took to 

check in with students during the pandemic that got him the paid position. Hence, he 

shared his admiration and gratitude for the leadership qualities of the program’s director. 

In other words, Evans’ program director used their position as the leader to ensure that 

students stayed happy, healthy, connected, and a part of the program and institution. 

Evans’ story is a typical example of asking positive questions to elicit strength-based data 

to sustain what is working well, inspire change, and push boundaries for innovative and 

best practices (Bergmark & Kostenius, 2018; Calabrese, 2016; Cockell & McArthur-

Blair, 2012; Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005; Cooperrider et al., 2008). The positive 

relationships forged between the programs’ directors, including support staff and 

international students, are significant in students’ satisfaction and positive schooling 

experience. Hence, the positive words such as “nice,” “friendly,” “exemplary,” “caring,” 

“helpful,” “responsive,” and “accommodating” used by participants to describe the 

assistance of support staff for their professionalism should not be taken for granted by 

institutional leaders. This is because, in their quest to put students first, the findings of 

this study indicate that institutions need distinguished support staff to make it a reality.   
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The Diversity of the Teaching Population 

The data revealed that the diversity of the teaching population in one particular 

program promoted students’ well-being and sense of belonging. There was a high sense 

of positive rapport built between students and their instructors. According to participants, 

some of their instructors came to Canada and other Western countries for further studies, 

so they understood what it meant to be in their situations. During the private interviews, 

all participants from the ISP programs were emphatic about how the diverse backgrounds 

of their instructors made it easier for international students to relate to them. Likewise, 

focus group participants in ISP programs found their instructors’ diverse backgrounds 

and experiences inspiring, making it easier for students to connect to them. For example, 

a FG1 participant shared with the group, “I always tell myself that if they made it, then I 

can make it, too, so the professors’ diverse background inspires us to work hard.” As 

pointed out by the FG1 participant, the diversity of the instructor population was vital for 

students, all of whom were racialized and from non-Western countries. What stood out in 

the data was that students saw themselves reflected in their course instructors, making it 

easier to learn with and from these role models. In addition, most of this study’s 

participants were in the institution without relatives or childhood friends, so it was vital 

that they could relate positively to their course instructors.  

 However, the literature is silent about how international master’s students 

appreciate learning with and from instructors who look and talk like them (i.e., share a 

similar background in race, nationality, and international student experience). I want to 

emphasize that according to participants, while most of their instructors were of White 

backgrounds, they had an appreciable number of racialized instructors with whom they 
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felt a sense of connection. During my college and MA programs here in Canada, I had 

only White instructors, except my Major Research Paper’s (MRP) supervisor, a Canadian 

of African descent. Although Black professors taught me in Ghana, about half of them 

were not from my tribe (Asante/Ashanti), but it was easier to relate, positively promoting 

my learning. However, in Canada, I suddenly found myself surrounded by primarily 

White professors with an English accent different from mine. There were moments when 

I felt a sense of loss, so when I finally had a Black supervisor for my MRP, I was 

delighted. I could connect with my supervisor on many levels, including our shared 

experience with colonization, soccer, politics, and food. Therefore, I agree with 

participants that it is exciting learning from teachers and instructors who are caring and 

subject matter experts and, on top of that, sharing some commonalities. From my 

experience and those shared by participants, there is a special feeling when students find 

their backgrounds reflected and represented in course contents and the teaching faculty, 

staff, and student body. In particular, participants from one professional program were 

thrilled that about half of their instructors had international student experience. In all the 

focus group discussions and private interviews, the consensus was that instructors’ 

diverse backgrounds brought different teaching styles and resources that presented 

additional learning opportunities and perspectives.  

For participants, the diverse background of their instructors and the similarities 

they shared with some of them were crucial to the enjoyment of their studies abroad. That 

is, they could positively relate to their instructors. They also learned first-hand the 

international student experience of some of their instructors who were international 

students before they became faculty members. In FG1, participants in the professional 
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program discussed how they found the international student experiences of their 

racialized instructors inspiring and influential to their attitude towards learning, finding 

employment, and being confident in using the English language as the medium of 

learning in their program. Most of these participants were optimistic that if their 

instructors encountered similar challenges as current international students did but 

persevered, they hoped to make it too (Bodycott & Lai, 2012; Li & Tierney, 2013). Here, 

the course instructors’ shared background and experience inspired participants to hold 

positive images of the future (Head & Young, 1998; Kozik, 2018; Reed, 2007). As 

theorized by AI scholars, participants had these positive attitudes and images about their 

instructors, indicating that they felt comfortable in their learning spaces and wished for 

more diverse instructor and student bodies. The observation and positive feelings about 

how the diversity of the instructor population is enhancing the learning of international 

students are consistent with Childs et al.’s (2011) and DeLuca’s (2012) argument that 

teachers’ diversity must correspond to that of the students they teach to ensure that there 

are role models from students’ background. International master’s students’ positive 

perception of and interactions with instructors of similar experiences is an indication that 

a diverse teaching population has a positive effect on student learning and overall 

enjoyment of school (Childs et al., 2011; DeLuca, 2012).  

Although participants found the diversity of the instructor body as one of the 

concrete things that worked well for them in their programs, they also wanted to point out 

that not all their instructors, White and racialized, were friendly and welcoming. The 

crucial point in participants’ observation is that it is vital to have diverse instructor 

bodies, but it is another thing to feel a sense of belonging and respect from instructors 

whose primary interest and focus is on delivering lesson content but not necessarily 
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creating a friendly and welcoming learning environment for students. Hence, regardless 

of the interests and dispositions of course instructors, I argue that it is essential for them 

to uphold their primary responsibility of putting students first (FOE, 2019) when 

discharging their duties. In addition, I also agree with Ammigan (2019), Ammigan and 

Jones (2018), Anderson (2015), and Klodt (2019) that the amount of money international 

students invest in their education should be matched with quality instructional delivery 

and service. In other words, it is crucial for instructors to understand that international 

education is costly; yet, students enroll in international programs for quality teaching and 

academic experience but not otherwise. In addition, as documented in the literature and 

confirmed in my study, international students experience culture shock (Brevetti & Ford, 

2017; Burel et al., 2019) and social isolation (Klodt, 2019; Zhou et al., 2017), but the 

friendly and conducive classroom atmosphere fostered by instructors worked well for the 

academic and professional development of this study’s participants. The shining light is 

that despite a few “unfriendly” instructors, participants found most faculty members 

generally nice, caring, and understanding.  

Extracurricular and Networking Activities   

The final subtheme, extracurricular and networking activities, suggests how 

international students’ personal well-being and sense of belonging are vital to a positive 

schooling experience. The data revealed that participants were not happy about the lack 

of program-organized extracurricular and networking activities to foster closer 

relationships among international and domestic students and community members. 

Although loneliness did not come up as a big issue for any of my study’s participants, the 

message from the data was that organizing regular socialization and networking activities 

for all students and community members was needed to reduce loneliness and isolation 
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and foster closer relationships. There was also the revelation that extracurricular activities 

could boost academic performance and increase students’ sense of belonging in the 

institution and the community. In our interview session, Jen-Kan shared that “socializing 

events will be a great experience for international students. Most importantly, such events 

will make us feel a part of the institution and Canada.” Jen-Kan and other participants 

were eager to learn the institutional and local culture through sporting events, 

entertainment, and networking platforms where international students could get the 

chance to do things together with their domestic counterparts and community members. 

Given that desire, Jen-Kan suggested that “the institutional and community leaders can 

organize games and sporting events where many people can participate. We can play 

soccer, volleyball, tennis, badminton, hockey, and do athletics.” For Jen-Kan and other 

participants, they would like to know the community in which they were studying to have 

an informed opinion about their temporary homes. Also, they would want to socialize 

with the people around them to feel a part of the community. The data indicated that 

participants did not want their international student status to be a barrier to meeting, 

making friends, and playing with domestic students and community members.   

Given the above premise, participants in this study believed that their physical 

and mental well-being were important in their studies. Therefore, as part of their dream 

international graduate student experience, all participants wished that their respective 

programs, faculties, and the institution established and promoted extracurricular activities 

of any kind to bring international and domestic students and members of the local 

community together (Li et al., 2012; Zhou et al., 2017). In particular, participants in the 

ISP programs argued that because their programs did not allow them to study with 

domestic students, it would be best to organize extracurricular activities such as sports, 
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music festivals, and potluck events to promote friendship among all students and 

community members. They hoped that such events would include undergraduates, PhD 

students, and community members to forge friendships and foster cultural exchanges 

(Ammigan & Jones, 2018; Klodt, 2019; Zhou & Zhang, 2014) while promoting a sense 

of belonging in international master’s students (Chen & Zhou, 2019). Furthermore, 

participants wanted these extracurricular activities to include domestic students and 

community members because, from the data, it was revealed that respondents’ stronger 

relationships with fellow nationals did not provide them with the exceptional 

international student experience they dreamt of.  

As seen in the literature, international students want to make friends with 

domestic students and community members to not only reduce loneliness but also feel 

that they are welcomed and accepted members of the institution and the locality in which 

they resided (Ammigan, 2019; Ammigan & Jones, 2018; Chen & Zhou, 2019; Zhou & 

Zhang, 2014). As already noted, in our interview and focus group discussion, Jen-Kan 

articulated his strong desire to mingle with Canadians. He believed that the best way to 

achieve that was to create opportunities for international students and their domestic 

counterparts through sports and entertainment. He shared that he spent some of his 

limited time volunteering in the community to connect and network with members of the 

local community. However, he observed that “it was not always easy because the local 

people didn’t seem to understand why I was coming to them and asking to volunteer. 

They found me weird, but I kept searching until I found one.” However, Jen-Kan and his 

colleagues wanted more than that because they believed in learning and knowing 

Canadians from direct contacts with Canadians but not through third parties.  
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Chen and Zhou’s (2019) “Critical Literature Review” of the sense of belonging of 

Chinese students in North America revealed the critical role international students’ 

feeling of belongingness plays in the positive schooling experience of this student 

demographic. These scholars positioned international students’ mental health and overall 

well-being closely to students’ sense of belonging in their institutions and the 

community. The findings of this study are consistent with Chen and Zhou’s observation 

and arguments in the literature. This study’s participants felt stuck in their programs and 

wanted opportunities to get out and socialize with colleagues in other programs and 

levels regardless of whether they were domestic or international students. FG1 

participants dreamt about positive ways to improve their physical and mental well-being 

and imagined a time when institutions prioritize socializing events in their quest to 

promote student satisfaction and excellence. Statements such as “healthy minds live in 

healthy bodies” (FG1), “all work and no play makes Jack a dull boy” (FG3), and the 

biblical quotation of “man must not eat bread alone” (FG3) were said to emphasize the 

need for institution-led extracurricular activities. Ammigan (2019) articulates it clearly by 

suggesting that “institutions must remain intentional at creating a sense of belonging for 

international students through year-round programming and outreach initiatives” (p. 276). 

In addition to using extracurricular activities to increase their sense of belonging, 

participants saw such events as fertile grounds to build and sustain friendships. In fact, 

scholars such as Ammigan (2019), Ammigan and Jones (2018), and Zhou et al. (2017) 

recommend that more socialization events should be organized to increase the positive 

schooling experience of international students. Participants in this study also wanted to 

expand their network of friends and believed that formal functions intentionally 

organized by the institution could provide the platform for that. As participants used the 
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appreciative space to dream, it became clear that they participated in campus clubs and 

conversation circles (Klodt, 2019; Li et al., 2012; Li & Tierney, 2013), among other 

things. However, they needed activities beyond those, and they required leadership for 

that to happen. Participants argued that they were new to the institution and the locality 

and lacked the knowledge, information, and skills in the Canadian context to organize 

campus-wide events or institution−community-wide activities themselves. I agree with 

participants because bringing programs, faculties, and the community together for 

socializing activities are more significant events and complex, requiring leadership from 

the institution. Nevertheless, participants’ dream was clear, and like Ammigan (2019), I 

believe the programs and institutions have the ability and the resources to organize 

extracurricular activities that are regular and go beyond the once-a-year “International 

Week” celebration.  

In their attempt to convince their leaders to organize regular extracurricular 

activities for all students, participants shared the benefits of engaging in such recreational 

activities. My interviews were conducted after the first wave when COVID-19 

restrictions on movements were relaxed to allow a maximum of 10 people in a “bubble” 

in Ontario to meet and engage in activities of their choice. With relaxed restrictions, 

participants were excited and visited their friends to play sports to relieve stress and boost 

their physical and mental health. Also, participants engaged in movie and trivia nights 

organized by their graduate student association to while away time, re-energize, and de-

stress. In an interview, Ranajay said,  

I can find time for myself to go out, get out there on the field, play soccer, and 

engage in other physical activities with my housemates and friends. We have fun 
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playing, and it is always lovely to be in the company of my friends and 

coursemates. I told you that I love sports, and one of my dreams will be for the 

institution to get all the students together to just play soccer or anything from time 

to time. 

Like Ranajay, a participant in FG1 shared how she enjoyed extracurricular activities and 

wished the institution could do more:  

I notice that in this COVID, one thing that is keeping me happy is the 

extracurricular activities organized online by the graduate student union and 

council. They organize Netflix watch parties and trivia nights to keep students 

happy, entertained, and refreshed. The graduate business council also organizes 

online quizzes related to my specialization in the program, and I like that a lot. 

They challenge me to read more about my field, and I wish these could be 

sustained and expanded to cover face-to-face gatherings when the COVID is over.   

From Ranajay and the FG1 participant’s dream to connect with members of the 

institution and their active involvement in activities that provided such networking 

opportunities, institutions could capitalize on existing infrastructure and programs to 

satisfy and promote international graduate students’ well-being and sense of belonging.  

Instructors’ Pedagogical Practices 

Cooperrider and Whitney (2005) and Cooperrider et al. (2008) emphasize that one 

of the best things change agents could do to encourage individuals, groups, and 

institutions to see what gives them life is to ask positive questions about the object of 

inquiry. My study did precisely that. The positive research questions invited and directed 

participants to look at the past and the present to share and discuss the invaluable support 
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the teaching faculty—including course instructors, research supervisors, and Advanced 

Education Tutors (AETs)—offered international students. Furthermore, this study 

revealed that teacher’s and students’ relationships and rapport are crucial to the teaching 

and learning process. Therefore, observing how the positive questions encouraged 

participants to pay tribute to their teachers was fulfilling. The following sections discuss 

subthemes related to instructors’ pedagogical practices. 

Instructor Support Before and During COVID-19 

The ethical standards of teachers in Ontario encourage teachers in the province to 

strive for, maintain, and improve their professional practices through four main pillars: 

care, respect, trust, and integrity (Faculty of Education [FOE], 2020; Ontario College of 

Teachers [OCT], 2016). In the ethical standards, teachers are encouraged to demonstrate 

care by being compassionate while showing interest in the work and growth of students. 

The OCT also asks teachers to display respect through being open-minded and valuing 

students’ dignity, backgrounds, and contributions while enacting social justice principles 

of equity and diversity in their practice. The third ethical standard, trust, requires Ontario 

teachers to be honest and fair and to build open relationships with students and 

educational stakeholders. The final ethical standard, integrity, builds on trust, respect, and 

care for students, with the teacher having the responsibility to be a reliable leader in the 

shared learning space. Participants in this research touched on these four pillars when 

describing the professionalism of the instructors of their programs. They used words such 

as knowledgeable, professional, caring, passionate, lively, and approachable to describe 

the positive images they associated with the ethical standards of instructors. Of course, 

these are subjective attributes that cannot be quantified. Still, as a former high school 
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teacher, sessional instructor, and teaching assistant, the positive qualities of course 

instructors identified by participants make me excited for the students and faculty 

members involved.  

The data revealed that instructors had a positive disposition towards the study’s 

international graduate students’ well-being and success before the pandemic. Generally, 

students had memorable experiences in class due to the care, attention, feedback, and 

support from course instructors. During my interview with Amogha, she spoke fondly of 

her instructors: 

I’m grateful that the professors are always ready to help us with our studies. They 

guide us at every step, and they make sure that we understand the concepts they are 

teaching us. Also, anytime we asked them for career advice, they were generous 

with their responses. Besides, when we encounter challenges in our case analysis, 

the instructors always give us the necessary support. I believe they are genuinely 

interested in ensuring that we acquire the needed knowledge and skills before 

completing the program. I really appreciate how some of them go out of their way 

to help us, and I believe they genuinely want to help us. I have noticed that.    

Amogha’s observation was echoed in all individual interviews and focus group 

discussions. For example, in FG2, a satisfied discussant shared that “the instructors go the 

extra mile to ensure that we understand the concepts they are teaching us, and we 

appreciate their selfless efforts a lot.” Thus, the narratives of Amogha and the FG2 

participant demonstrate the quality pedagogical practices of course instructors at the 

sample university in Southern Ontario. Moreover, as Amogha pointed out, the data 

revealed that course instructors genuinely wanted to help students succeed academically 
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and professionally. These stories are worth coming to light to brighten the days of such 

caring and approachable instructors to feel and see how their pedagogical practices 

positively affect the learning of students and how their learners appreciate their teaching.  

Unfortunately, there is insignificant data on how course instructors of 

international master’s students uphold the ethical standards of teachers in Ontario. Also, 

there is inadequate literature on the positive support course instructors provide to 

international students in universities in Ontario, making my study one of the leading ones 

in that direction. The literature I found that documents the significant role instructors play 

in an international student master’s program in Canada is Zhou et al.’s (2017) study of 

first-year Chinese international students’ experiences in a MEd program in Canada. 

According to Zhou et al., “participants highly commented on the program instructors. 

The words they used when they shared their impression about instructors included 

‘friendly,’ ‘humorous,’ ‘willing to help,’ ‘motivating and engaging students in class”’ (p. 

225). In other words, international master’s student participants in Zhou et al.’s study 

were grateful to their course instructors for upholding the ethical standards of teachers to 

create a conducive learning environment for them to thrive in their studies. As already 

stated, my study’s findings confirm the observation of Zhou et al.’s research. For 

example, the focus group participants engaged in lively discussions about the lengths to 

which some of their instructors went to ensure that they understood course concepts and 

content. They appreciated how instructors did not pressure them but instead encouraged 

students to ask clarifying questions to promote their learning. During the discussions in 

FG3, participants agreed that course instructors were knowledgeable in what they taught, 

and some of them welcomed students’ perspectives, an observation that fulfills the ethical 

standards of care within the OCT (2016) document.  
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Again, FG3 participants discussed that course instructors in their respective 

programs often were “caring, patient, and moved at a pace that suited” students learning. 

A participant in the group shared that some instructors “asked critical questions to ensure 

that students followed along nicely and encouraged us to ask them questions. These few 

professors respected students, and it was clear for all of us to see.” First, from the 

reflection of the FG3 participants, international students notice and value the rich 

educational backgrounds of their course instructors. Also, although course instructors 

were exemplary in their duties, a few were exceptionally good at meeting students’ 

learning needs. In addition, the observation of the FG3 participant is very significant in 

how instructors engage with their students when delivering instructions. For participants, 

the exemplary instructors have a disposition to teaching that invites and welcomes 

student input in the teaching and learning process, a pedagogical practice that suited and 

satisfied the learning needs of participants.  

The positive principle of AI asserts that change efforts involve sustained warm 

relationships encompassing inspiring, caring, encouraging, and supporting one another in 

achieving the individual’s and institution’s set goals (Cockell & McArthur-Blair, 2012; 

Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005). Also, positive psychology scholars (e.g., Robitschek & 

Spering, 2012; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000) encourage psychologists and 

researchers to embrace conditions that promote relationships and the well-being of 

individuals and institutions in their change efforts. Considering that both AI and positive 

psychology theories focus on conditions that promote the quality of life (He, 2013; 

Souders, 2020), the life-affirming narratives of participants about how diligent their 

instructors facilitated their learning are commendable and inspiring for all university 

instructors. How course instructors enacted the ethical standards of teaching met 
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students’ learning needs, for which students expressed their gratitude. Tangible examples 

such as receiving constructive feedback (Amogha, Deng, Eve, Evans, individual 

interviews; FG1, FG2, FG3) and being able to approach instructors for academic and 

professional guidance (Deng, Ranajay, Sajag, Vihas, individual interviews; FG1, FG2, 

FG3) were considered helpful in their studies. In addition, the caring and respectful 

atmosphere (Amogha, Jaival, Praful, Sahas, Vihas, individual interviews; FG1, FG2, 

FG3) ensured that participants enjoyed their programs and international studies.  

Although participants did not make blanket statements to indicate that all their 

instructors were exceptional, the consensus was that most of their instructors had gone 

beyond the “call of duty” to ensure that international students were happy and not overly 

stressed in their studies. From the data, it was clear that instructors were doing their best 

to keep international master’s students engaged in their course work and studies. Lessons 

remained challenging and rigorous, but participants appreciated their instructors’ 

flexibility with assignment deadlines, especially during the pandemic. Participants also 

found the lessons engaging, less stressful, and more fun because they realized that their 

instructors didn’t want to aggravate students’ already challenging pandemic-induced 

stress. For example, during FG1, a participant put instructor support in perspective by 

expressing the following: 

I think the professors are really doing their best in the current COVID-19 learning 

environment for us. Most of them are making efforts because they have the 

experience and care about their students’ well-being. When I compare pre-

COVID to now, I can see a significant difference in the support I am receiving 

from the professors. I find them to be more kind and gentle, and that means a lot 

to us international students.   
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This FG1 participant recognized the shift in instructors’ attitudes towards students from 

good to better by using words such as kinder and gentler to describe the positive change 

in the instructor−student relationship. As pointed out by the FG1 participant and fellow 

discussants, the positive rapport meant a lot for their studies, indicating instructors who 

had a higher disposition towards delivering content to international students really met 

students’ academic needs.  

During our interview session, Chaaya summed it up nicely:  

Another thing that is working very well for me is that since COVID-19 imposed 

restrictions on face-to-face interactions, I have found my instructors to be more 

welcoming and accommodating to students’ needs. They seem to care more about 

our mental health and understanding of course concepts and are always willing to 

give us more time to complete our projects and tasks. Their willingness to 

redesign their courses to accommodate student needs has been very good for my 

well-being in general. Initially, I was very nervous, but when I noticed how much 

professors cared about our well-being during this COVID-19 period, it reduced 

the stress I had, and it’s been great so far.  

As articulated by Chaaya, the flexibility in course design and delivery and instructors’ 

relationship with students have been very good for international master’s students in her 

program. Like Chaaya, participants used words such as helpful, supportive, 

accommodating, and empathy to describe the support instructors gave them since classes 

moved online. It is important to note that participants appreciated the ethics of care 

demonstrated by their instructors even before the pandemic. Clearly, course instructors’ 

pedagogical practices benefited students, and participants were happy about the 
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opportunity to share their positive feelings about their instructors. The hope is that such 

positive narratives may inspire teachers who facilitate the learning of international 

graduate students to continue to enact the ethical standards of their governing bodies to 

provide a quality learning experience to students.    

Supervisor Support 

Similar to the limited literature on the positive experiences of international 

master’s students with their course instructors, it was difficult to identify resources to 

confirm, contrast, or question participants’ account that their supervisors were 

extraordinarily helpful to their studies. Luckily, two of the four participants in Gao’s 

(2019) study about why doctoral students from China dropped out of their programs in 

Canada expressed their appreciation for the encouraging support they received from their 

supervisors. This is a welcome development because the two participants in Gao’s study 

felt that although they could not complete their doctoral studies as planned, they 

appreciated the rapport and support of their former supervisors. According to Gao, the 

two participants were grateful to their supervisors for directing them to community and 

academic resources and guiding them with course selections, among other things. In my 

study, only 3 of the 17 participants had supervisors because they were in research 

programs, and the rest were all in course-based ISP programs. Interestingly, all 3 

research-based participants were in different master’s programs; however, each had a 

positive relationship and account of their interactions with their supervisors. Eve was 

delighted to share the joy of working with her supervisor:    

I am grateful to my supervisor for supporting me through the tough times I have 

encountered so far in my international education. My supervisor takes time to 

understand my circumstances and how things are going for me. I notice that she 
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relates to my experiences and is always at hand to give me the guidance I need as 

an international graduate student, and I appreciate her inspiring and encouraging 

words so much. 

The positive experiences Eve had with her supervisor indicate how it was not only the 

course-based ISP students who benefited from the institution's high ethical standards and 

excellent pedagogical practices. From the account of Eve and other research-based 

participants, supervisors made an effort to connect, understand, and meet their needs, 

which demonstrates the hallmark of teachers who put the interests of their students first in 

their practice.   

Like Eve, Evans was very grateful for his supervisor’s commitment and 

dedication towards his research. He loved how resourceful and generous his supervisor 

was and remained excited about their work together. Evans shared his feelings about his 

supervisor: 

I like my supervisor’s advice so much. He helped me refine my ideas and 

curiosity into a research topic that I am passionate about. I have an excellent 

relationship with my supervisor, which is helping me in my international studies. 

He pushes me to pull my weight in the program, and I am grateful to him for the 

time, advice, and resources he shares with me freely.  

Evans’ positive experiences with his supervisor helped them to forge a healthy 

relationship grounded in care, respect, trust, and integrity (FOE, 2020; OCT, 2016), 

essential components in the ethics of care teachers are encouraged to embrace and apply 

in their pedagogical practice. Such as Eve and the ISP participants, Evans’ supervisor 

believed in his potential to excel in his program and encouraged him with inspiring words 

and learning resources to support his academic growth.  
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The last research-based participant took part in the final focus group discussions, 

and out of the six discussants, only two had academic supervisors. This participant 

wanted the group to know about the positive relationship she had with her supervisor. 

The FG3 participant shared with fellow discussants, “I have a supervisor who really 

supports my research project. We meet regularly to discuss the next steps, and she gives 

me timely and constructive feedback. My research work and plans are working 

accordingly, so I am very happy.” The common thread in the three research-based 

participants’ stories was that they all had supervisors who appreciated and cared about 

student success. Two of the research-based participants had White female supervisors, 

and the remaining one had a Black male supervisor. 

 In addition to the guidance and encouragement of their supervisors, all three 

participants recounted receiving constructive written and verbal feedback on their 

research proposals. For example, Eve shared that her supervisor’s comments and 

suggestions helped her to compose “a proposal I am proud of as I get ready to do my 

actual study.” On his part, Evans also praised the encouraging feedback on his proposal 

and the regular briefings they had during the COVID-19 pandemic via the MS Teams 

platform to move the proposal of his MRP forward. The research-based participant in 

FG3 also informed fellow discussants about the thoughtful and detailed feedback from 

the supervisor. Besides the insightful and progressive comments and suggestions given 

by participants who had supervisors, respondents in the ISP programs were also 

appreciative of the feedback from their course instructors. The findings of my study are 

in line with Cohen’s (1985) and Hattie and Temperley’s (2007) argument that feedback is 

powerful and helps recipients become better in their craft. In our interview, like Cox’s 

(2016) observation that feedback is a gift, Evans used the word “gift” to express his 
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appreciation for the constructive feedback he received from his supervisor. In my study, 

participants appreciated the pedagogical practices of their supervisors and course 

instructors because they received formative feedback to improve their learning (Cohen, 

1985; Cox, 2016; Hattie & Temperley, 2007; Shute, 2008).   

The tributes of the three research-based participants and their course-based ISP 

colleagues to their supervisors and course instructors, respectively, confirm the findings 

of Gao’s (2019) study. As already stated, participants in Gao’s study sincerely 

appreciated the support of their supervisors, albeit temporarily. Still, it reveals the crucial 

role and lasting effect that positive and effective mentorship can have on mentees. 

Participants in Gao’s study and mine were all international graduate students studying in 

Canadian institutions. However, because both Gao’s research and mine gave respondents 

the platform to reflect and express their feelings about the high points of their 

international studies, participants identified the work of their supervisors as a crucial part 

of their academic development. The big picture here is that mentees will not soon forget 

their supervisors’ relationship with them, which means exemplary supervisors leave a 

positive imprint that students carry with them even if they drop out of their programs. 

Such positive findings suggest that institutions and master’s programs could offer 

innovative and relevant training to their mentors to continue to meet the needs of the 

diverse international and domestic student population. Souders (2020) points out that  

Positive emotions have a broadening and building effect on individuals and 

organizations and those who are part of a positive network claim to be able to 

think better, problem solve, generate new insights, retrieve from memory faster, 

and process information better. (Positive Emotions section, para. 4) 
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In other words, the good feelings and understandings between my study’s participants 

and their supervisors are excellent for the health of the students involved and their 

supervisors and the institution within which these wonderful mentors operate. Moreover, 

as evidenced in my research and Gao’s, supervisors are helping international students 

thrive in their programs. Therefore, it is essential that researchers capture the positive 

feelings of international students about their supervisors to inform the literature and 

policy and inspire these mentors to do more for their mentees. 

Support From Advanced Education Tutors (AETs) 

Participants from one of the ISP programs observed that feedback from their 

AETs worked very well for their studies. In the institution where this study was 

conducted, the AETs functioned as teaching assistants designated to a small group of 

international master’s students in one of the faculties. By participants’ account, the AETs 

held one-on-one discussions and group consultations with the Faculty’s international 

students, giving them feedback to revise their assignments and presentations. Because the 

services of the AETs were limited to one program, participants in other programs did not 

have AETs, so they reported attending specific writing workshops and drop-in services at 

the institution’s library to seek advice from the experts to improve their academic writing. 

During FG1, a cheerful participant said,  

I’m happy to have the AETs because I always send them my assignments for 

feedback. In their feedback, they ask me questions and suggest resources to make 

my papers stronger. With the direct support of the AETs, I correct my mistakes 

and understand better what the professor expects from the assignment.  
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Like the positive experience of the FG1 participant, a participant in FG3 was full of 

appreciation for the direct and encouraging assistance he received from the AETs. To this 

participant, support from the AETs had been excellent during the pandemic. He was 

happy that the program offered such a service to international students in his program to 

help them improve and adjust to life in the Canadian educational context.  

 The AETs’ work with international students in the specific program was popular 

among respondents, and they wished they had more interactions with them. In an 

individual interview, Deng praised the support she received from the AETs: 

I am grateful for the excellent academic support I have in the program. I have 

lovely professors and helpful Advanced Education Tutors whose diverse 

contributions have always moved my academic work to a level I could not 

imagine. Some of my AETs are passionate about their work, and you could see 

that they want students to do well. I find it easier to relate to most of my AETs. 

They are always available to give me comments and suggestions to improve my 

work. The AETs are the ones who taught me how to use APA in my writing.  

Deng’s positive reflective accounts of the AET support agree with Cohen (1985), Cox 

(2016), Hattie and Temperley (2007), and Shute (2008) about the power and influence of 

constructive feedback. Also, like other participants, Deng’s attitude and conception of 

feedback demonstrate that feedback is indeed a gift to help the intended recipient become 

a better version of themselves or improve the quality of their craft (Cohen, 1985; Cox, 

2016; Hattie & Temperley, 2007; Shute, 2008). Also, the accounts of participants who 

had AETs in this study reinforces how asking unconditionally positive questions generate 

insightful data to support individual and institutional growth. The social constructionism 

principle of AI ensured that participants in this research embraced and theorized about 
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the significant role the AETs played in their international studies. These participants used 

their collective and subjective voices to interact, amplify, and construct (Andrews, 2012; 

Vinney, 2019) a positive image (Head & Young, 1998; Kozik, 2018; Reed, 2007) of their 

AETs. Clearly, participants in my research used the appreciative platform to express their 

heartfelt gratitude to their AETs. Undoubtedly, the question that keeps coming up is: 

Why is the research on international student experience not capturing the many quality 

conditions giving life and happiness to the students? 

Challenging and Engaging Courses  

Another subtheme that emerged under instructors’ pedagogical practices was how 

the programs’ courses were challenging and engaging for international students before 

and during the pandemic. Participants acknowledged that their courses were engaging 

and challenging, which motivated them to actively participate in lessons and activities. 

They were pleased with how their instructors structured their courses to positively impact 

their academic and professional growth by brainstorming and discussing ideas, exploring 

case studies, and engaging in individual and group presentations. For example, Abhas 

emphasized in an interview that he feels actively involved in his international graduate 

studies because the courses are structured to engage students in “case studies, group 

projects, individual assignments, presentations, discussions, and many other things.” 

Abhas concluded that the pedagogical practices of his Canadian institution “are 

remarkably different from my previous postsecondary education.” Praful also shared in 

our interview that his international studies had exposed him to new and challenging 

concepts, which made him sit down to learn. As Praful puts it, “there is little room for 

play, and I have to invest a lot of time to understand how notations of particular 

terminologies work in Canada because every region has a different way of writing 
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specific forms.” 

It was evident from the data that participants greatly appreciated the student-

centered learning approaches adopted by their instructors. In their study of the 

international student experience in Australian higher education, Arkoudis et al. (2019) 

found that although not all participants were happy with their classroom experiences, 

most found their courses exciting and engaging and enjoyed learning at the institution. 

Similar to Arkoudis et al.’s findings, participants in Zhou et al.’s (2017) research also 

found instructional delivery helpful and engaging. According to Zhou et al., participants 

in their study “mentioned that students in the program needed a lot of preparation before 

class, which included reading or working on presentation, as they were expected to share 

ideas with their peers in class” (p. 224). In other words, Zhou et al.’s study participants 

enjoyed how actively their instructors involved them in the teaching and learning process. 

Remarkably, instead of being “spoon-fed,” students discovered knowledge for 

themselves. As already stated, these positive accounts are few and far between in the 

literature, making my study’s use of AI and positive psychology theories even more 

important in highlighting what is working well for international students in their quest for 

knowledge and prestigious foreign credentials.  

This study’s findings agree with the literature (e.g., Arkoudis et al., 2019; Zhou et 

al., 2017), but there is a difference between existing research and the current study. The 

primary difference is that, unlike existing studies, the strength-based approach of this 

research gave a positive platform for participants to provide detailed accounts of how the 

pedagogical practices of course instructors challenged and engaged students in class. 

Also, this study’s participants could link how they developed critical thinking and 

acquired rich knowledge to the challenging and engaging nature of the courses and 
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instructional delivery. For example, a participant in FG3 reflected on how the structure of 

the classes promoted students’ overall academic and professional growth: “in my specific 

program, I am engaged in a lot of reading, writing, and presentations, and I value these 

skills a lot. The courses help me challenge the status quo and engage in healthy but 

critical conversations.” As highlighted by the FG3 participant, the course instructors’ 

pedagogical practices allowed international master’s students to engage with resources 

and activities that challenged them to focus on the different dimensions of taken-for-

granted practices and knowledge, critique them, and come up with informed decisions 

and solutions. Still, in FG3, participants discussed how the quality of their courses during 

the pandemic was not compromised. A participant made the following contribution: 

Initially, I thought we might be doing something less due to the pandemic, but I 

was wrong. The professors continue to challenge us to think deeply and critically. 

They ensure that we all respond to questions on time, and they give us feedback to 

improve. All my classes have been moved online, but we still have engaging 

discussions. We use breakout rooms to explore topics, and in the end, I think that 

I am getting an excellent education. So, as everyone has said, how the instructors 

have structured the courses is working very well for me. 

From the detailed and passionate account of this FG3 participant and other discussants, I 

argue that most international students are happy with the academic demands of their 

programs. This is because they get the chance to develop critical thinking skills and gain 

knowledge for their current and future endeavours (Alqudayri & Gounko, 2018; Clerehan 

et al., 2012; Zhou et al., 2017). Hence, the quality of instructional delivery and academic 

satisfaction is vital for international student retention and happiness (Ammigan, 2019; 

Ammigan & Jones, 2018; ICEF, 2019; Zhou et al., 2017), which means that the findings 
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of this study could be meaningful in course designs to sustain the interest, curiosity, and 

happiness of international students. 

The rich course content and quality instructional delivery were touted by all 

participants, especially those whose educational background did not give them the chance 

to actively participate in lessons. In Zhou et al.’s (2017) study, participants contrasted the 

teacher-centered approach of the Chinese educational system to the student-centered 

pedagogical approach of the Canadian system. Like Zhou et al.’s study participants, my 

research respondents embraced the new learning style and made the most of their studies. 

Participants valued the opportunity to use different approaches to explore wide-ranging 

topics they were interested in and believed were essential in their educational pursuits. 

During FG2, a participant shared their excitement with the group:  

Whether in an online or face-to-face setting, I value the opportunity to use 

different methods to explore various courses and topics of interest in my program. 

I am happy to be engaging in different activities in learning educational theories 

and practices. The course contents are rigorous and challenging, and they meet 

my expectation.  

Noticeably, this FG2 participant found the rigorous nature and the different components 

of the courses meeting their expectations, which I argue is profound and encouraging for 

policymakers and course instructors to be aware of as they plan the next steps. As Preston 

(2017) identified, the positive data is used as a springboard to inform the change process 

in AI research. Therefore, the positive discoveries of this research are information-rich to 

inform international educational practices, programs, and policies. From participants’ 

stories, it is evident that course workload was still intense and engaging despite the 

pandemic and the virtual learning environment, an indication that course instructors had 
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not sat back in challenging students regardless of the mode of delivery.  

Service and Experiential Learning (Hands-On) 

As part of the engaging and challenging courses, participants observed that the 

practical aspects of some courses worked well for them in their respective programs. The 

consensus among FG participants was that they valued the experiential component of 

their programs because it allowed them to apply their theoretical knowledge in 

hypothetical situations happening in the industry and real life. For example, in the FG2 

discussions, a participant reflected on their former and current learning experience: 

I usually feel the difference as I already have a master of science from an 

institution in my home country. That program was too theoretical. Fortunately, 

there are several experiments and case analyses in this program to balance the 

theory we explore. Although I notice a drop in hands-on experience during 

COVID, I think before COVID was okay. I am so happy to be getting practical 

knowledge in the field; it is helping me to build my confidence, knowledge, and 

skills for my future career. However, it would have been cool to have a service-

learning component built into every course to give us hands-on experience in all 

courses. 

The FG2 participant touched on one of the factors that influence students to embark on 

international studies: to enroll in programs that will give them the practical and technical 

knowledge and skills of the field (Calder et al., 2016; CBIE, 2018; Guo & Chase, 2011; 

Klodt, 2019). In other words, some students study abroad because of the practical 

knowledge they may not have in institutions in their home countries to fulfill their 

educational and professional goals. All respondents in practice-oriented programs shared 
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the FG2 participant’s views that some of their courses were structured to give them 

experiential learning experience which they treasured, although they wished, as pointed 

out by the FG2 participant, every class had a practical part to it.   

Therefore, regardless of their program, when participants were asked to share 

their dream master’s student experience, all individual participants and focus group 

discussants wished that there were more hands-on opportunities for them. They longed to 

apply the theoretical knowledge they received in real-life situations before completing 

their programs. Consistent with the literature (e.g., Ammigan, 2019; Gao, 2019; Li & 

Tierney, 2013), the findings of my study highlight the importance international students 

attach to getting practical experience before they complete their master’s programs. In 

Gao’s (2019) study investigating why Chinese doctoral students dropped out of their 

programs, she reported that the inadequate hands-on experience in coursework was a 

factor that persuaded some participants to withdraw from their programs. Gao shared that 

“some of my participants complained that their courses are not practical enough, which 

consist of too much theoretical content. Participants hardly related those content to their 

lives” (p. 271). As pointed out by Gao, the overemphasis on theory at the expense of 

hands-on experiences in their coursework did not connect to real-life situations and 

perhaps participants’ academic and professional interests and goals, leading to loss of 

interest and subsequent withdrawal from their doctoral programs.  

Also, according to Gao (2019), before some of the participants dropped out of 

their programs, they explored the idea of switching supervisors and programs altogether 

to see if their new adventures could offer them the practical component they longed for. 

Unlike the participants in Gao’s study who dropped out of their programs because of the 

inadequate practical features of their courses, my study’s respondents did not consider 
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withdrawing from their current programs. As already stated, my study’s participants 

enjoyed the available hands-on opportunities they got in some of the courses. However, 

they believed that having a fair balance between theory and practice would have provided 

them the high-quality experience they dream of.   

For the reason of more hands-on opportunities, during the private interviews and 

focus group discussions, participants in one program dreamt of getting the chance to visit 

Canadian classrooms to observe, reflect on, and share their experiences in class to 

augment the theoretical components of their courses. These participants acknowledged 

having a field experience as part of their program. However, they argued that the few 

weeks for the field experience were inadequate and did not meet their academic and 

professional goals and expectations. In an individual interview, Shaiming shared her 

dream:   

I wish that the program could allow us to experience teaching in some local 

schools. The point is that we crave exposure and practical experience. International 

students in my program may be giving a tour to local schools, spending some time 

seeing how teachers conduct their classrooms and how administrators run the 

schools, among other things. It may not be an internship; it could only be a tour or 

visit for even a shorter period so we can reflect and report on them. 

The dream of Shaiming is one of the recommendations of Li and Tierney’s (2013) study. 

Like Gao’s (2019) and my study participants, respondents of Li and Tierney’s research 

craved experiential learning experience. Also, both my research participants and Li and 

Tierney’s wanted an extension of the field experience they currently received. Therefore, 

based on my study’s findings, I agree with Li and Tierney’s recommendation to 

institutions and programs that they should increase “the duration of the ‘field experience’ 
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course … so that students can have more practical experience in local schools, increasing 

their understanding of Canadian education” (Conclusions and Recommendations section, 

para. 5). Li and Tierney’s recommendation is very powerful because the literature and my 

study’s findings point to such a need. Therefore, it is crucial that policymakers listen to 

the needs of the students whom the policies are designed to serve to satisfy their 

academic and professional needs.  

Financial Constraints and Employment Opportunities 

Under the theme of financial constraints and employment opportunities, the 

following three subthemes were identified: (a) tuition cuts and funding and scholarship 

opportunities, (b) how funding packages support international master’s students, and (c) 

on-and off-campus employment opportunities. 

Tuition Cuts and Funding and Scholarship Opportunities   

The data revealed that participants were not happy about the high cost of their 

international tuition fees. Both individual and focus group participants were aware that 

they paid more than three times the tuition fees than their domestic counterparts, which 

increased the financial burden on their families and themselves. It was interesting to see 

how engaged the discussion about the high cost of tuition was. Words such as 

“expensive,” “disappointing,” “rip-off,” “morally wrong,” and “not right” were used to 

express their frustrations. To look to the future with hope, at the dream phase of data 

collection, participants (including those in funded programs) dreamt about an 

international education in which international students paid the same tuition amount as 

their domestic counterparts. The participants’ dream tuition cuts encouraged me to look 

at the differences between the tuition fees of domestic students versus those of 

international students in the same programs of the three universities (i.e., University of 



150 

 

Toronto, University of Alberta, and Brock University) whose international strategic plans 

I consulted as part of this study’s literature review. The difference between the tuition 

amounts of the two student groups is, as pointed out by Anderson (2015), Klodt (2019), 

and Statistics Canada (2020), three to four times greater for international students. As the 

interviews proceeded, I was not surprised that participants had tuition reduction as their 

number one dream. They argued that a tuition cut would give their families a huge 

financial relief to ensure that the usual stress attributed to high tuition fees that precede 

the beginning of each school term would subside. As participants discussed in FG2, they 

agreed that their main dream was to have their tuition reduced because it was too costly 

and stressful for their families and themselves. Participants hoped that the leadership 

would consider the backgrounds of international students who are mainly from the Global 

South to determine students’ tuition.  

In an individual interview, Sahas dreamt about a reduction in his tuition fees, and 

although the video was blocked during the interview, I could still imagine how visibly 

upset and frustrated he was as he argued in his dream: 

The program is incredibly expensive, draining a lot of money from our families. 

Domestic students’ fee is arguably lower than what international students are, and 

for me, it makes no sense that there will be such an unjustifiable disparity. 

Therefore, I wish that both domestic and international students’ fees were equal 

because I am sure that the quality is the same for everyone irrespective of status. 

If the fees are not the same, international students should receive better funding 

packages to reduce our families’ burden. In fact, students in my program receive 

no funding nor scholarship opportunities at all. All the financial burden is on the 

student and their family, and I think that is unhealthy and wrong. 



151 

 

From Sahas’s dream and frustrations, it is evident that this study’s participants were fully 

aware that they paid a disproportionate amount for the same services and quality of 

education. Hence, they found it unhealthy and wrong and wished that international 

students paid the same amount as their domestic counterparts. In addition, participants 

were also aware that not all the programs offered funding opportunities to students and 

argued that such financial incentives and support should be equitably distributed to all 

students irrespective of their program or immigration status.  

Participants had a realistic dream about the tuition cuts by arguing that even if 

their tuition could not be at par with their domestic colleagues’ pay, they wished the 

difference was not three to four times higher. As they argued, they hoped that their tuition 

did not exceed one and a half times what domestic students pay. As Sahas argued, 

international master’s students believe they could be given improved funding packages to 

offset the high tuition. In addition, those who were in funded programs desired financial 

subsidies to bring down their tuition cost. For example, Eve, a student in a funded 

program, thought about her dream international student experience by realizing that she 

and her family had difficulty raising her portion of the tuition. As a result, she was 

convinced that an improved funding package and extended on-campus work hours from 

the current 10 hours could help her colleagues in similar situations have a fulfilling 

schooling experience away from home. Eve’s and Sahas’ dreams and arguments are 

crucial for many current and prospective international students because a more 

reasonable tuition and funding package would directly affect these students’ educational 

opportunities and positive experiences.   

During the discussions in FG3, a participant asked questions to register her 
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displeasure about the tuition fee disparity between domestic and international students: 

“Could we pay the same tuition as domestic students? Why do we pay two to three times 

more than domestic students do? Do we receive better services and quality education than 

domestic students do? What is fair in the disparity?” The discussions about financial 

challenges demonstrated how participants used the critical thinking skills they developed 

in their programs to critique and question the moral justifications of the disparity between 

domestic and international student fees. Sajag expressed his frustrations during an 

individual interview: 

International students are paying too much money to cover their tuition alone. It is 

too much, so I will dream that the institutional leaders reconsider the amount of 

money they take from international students, many of whom are from poorer 

countries but are interested in getting quality education to develop their countries. 

Why are international students paying two to three times what domestic students 

pay?  

As already stated, international master’s students across different programs in the same 

institution expressed a shared dream: to have international student tuition lowered to a 

reasonable amount.   

In dreaming of a tuition cut and improved funding for international master’s 

students, participants made a compelling argument that most of them come from 

countries of the Global South where financial constraints are documented in the literature 

(Ezeonu, 2000; Ezeonu & Koku, 2008; Otoo, 2015). Participants believed that Western 

institutions were insensitive to the financial circumstances of the Global South, signifying 

why they can charge students from the region three to four times more than domestic 

tuition. The general feeling among participants was that Western institutions were 
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unsympathetic and were only interested in the financial gains. Further, participants 

argued that the higher tuition deprives other students who were capable of and interested 

in Western education but could not afford the high tuition cost. In the FG1 discussions, 

participants confirmed the concerns of Ranajay, Sajag, Deng, and Shaiming in their 

respective interviews. These participants were very concerned about the lack of other 

nationals in their programs and wished that the institution could give incentives to 

students around the world to participate in international education because of the 

potential benefits. Sajag pointed out that the cost of tuition was the main obstacle 

depriving many of his family and friends of the opportunity to earn respectable and 

prestigious degrees from the West. As a result, he dreamt about when money would not 

be a factor in deciding whether students from the Global South could access international 

education.  

Again, Sajag could not understand why some of the master’s programs gave 

funding and scholarship opportunities to their international students but not in his 

program. Hence, he shared in an interview: “it’s never easy for us, so my number one 

dream will be for all international students to receive funding and scholarship 

opportunities from the institution to reduce the financial burden on our families.” 

Amogha had a similar dream as her program mate, Sajag. She, too, believed that Western 

institutions should reconsider the high international tuition and allow all international 

students, irrespective of the graduate program, to receive funding packages and 

scholarships to enhance their studies abroad. Amogha noted in an interview that  

even if they will not reduce the fees, they should give us significant funding and 

scholarship opportunities to help us cover food, rent, and other living expenses. 

Unfortunately for international students of my program, we don’t even qualify for 
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many of the scholarship opportunities offered internally and externally. 

Meanwhile, we are giving so much revenue to the institution and contributing 

enormously to the Canadian economy. Yet, we don’t qualify for many of the 

financial opportunities in the institution and the country because of our 

international student status.  

Amogha’s dream and arguments merit closer attention and consideration because, as she 

rightly identifies, international students contribute a lot of money to institutions and the 

Canadian government (Government of Canada, 2019; Klodt, 2019; Zhou & Zhang, 

2014). Therefore, the tuition cuts, improved funding packages, and opportunity to apply 

and receive scholarships were the positive dreams and images that respondents of my 

research hoped institutional leaders would consider giving international graduate students 

a break in their high expenditure to improve their learning experience.  

The AI and positive psychology theoretical framework that guided this research 

focused primarily on life-affirming stories. Still, as argued by AI (Cockell & McArthur-

Blair, 2012; Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005) and positive psychology theorists (Seligman 

& Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Souders, 2020), researchers and institutions should not sweep 

the problems under the carpet and assume that problems will be solved by themselves. 

Hence, my research participants identified that the higher tuition caused many challenges 

for their families and themselves. Given that financial constraint, participants wanted 

institutional leaders and policymakers to understand the financial implications of higher 

tuition on students and their families. This research has used the positive voices of 

international master’s students to articulate the vision of international graduate students. 

The collective dream of participants is powerful (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987; He, 
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2013; Souders, 2020), and it is a vision that, when realized, may open windows of 

opportunities for students interested in earning their advanced degrees overseas. The 

collective voice also desires improved funding opportunities for those already in funded 

programs and their colleagues who pay full international student tuition. Finally, the 

collective dream of participants was to have access to all internal and external 

scholarships so they could compete for the financial rewards in such competitions.  

How Funding Packages Support International Master’s Students 

Participants from Africa were in funded and guaranteed on-campus employment 

programs. They were also in programs that considered them for bursaries and other 

internal and external scholarships. On the other hand, the same could not be said about 

the participants in the ISP programs. Given that premise, the three participants in funded 

programs (i.e., Eve, Evans, and the FG3 discussant) reflected and shared that one of the 

main things working well for them in their studies was the funding from the institution. 

The three argued that they would not have been able to study abroad without the funding 

package attached to their admissions. Funding opportunities are enormous in every 

student’s life, and when I enrolled in the Canadian college, I received no funding. In fact, 

with family support, I paid the full tuition in Ghana before I arrived in Canada. However, 

after a few months without an employment opportunity, I became frustrated and would 

have dropped out of the program if not for the selfless efforts of my partner and Mr. A. 

Therefore, I agree with the three participants that the funding package is a lifesaver for 

them because, as they suggested, they might not have applied to the programs in the first 

place. These three participants had every reason to be happy about their circumstances. 

They received partial funding, scholarships, and bursaries and secured on-campus 
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employment opportunities, while their ISP colleagues did not. Evans puts the significance 

of his funding package into perspective with the following account: 

For me personally, I would say what I’m very grateful for, and it’s working well 

for me in my international education is the funding package. The international 

student fee is so high, and there was no way my family could have afforded the 

full tuition; thankfully, the institution pays about half of my fees so that I can take 

a program I dreamt of. I’ll forever be grateful to the institution for its support. I 

appreciate it so much. 

Like Eve and the FG3 participant, Evans is grateful to the institution for making it 

possible for him to pursue his educational goals. As he stated, the institution finances 

approximately half of his tuition, removing the entire burden from his family and himself.  

Like with Evans’ positive experience with funding support, Eve shared her 

happiness by expressing that what kept her happy and engaged in the program was the 

funding opportunities she received from the institution that takes care of a good portion 

of her tuition. According to Eve,  

The funding package and the opportunity to access internal scholarships and 

bursaries help a lot. Without the funding package, I don’t know how I would have 

studied in a master’s program in this part of the world. Another source of 

financial support has come from the union that represents teaching assistants. Our 

part-time union gave grants [during the early part of the COVID-19 pandemic] to 

employees who had financial challenges to help them cope better.  

Indeed, the AI and positive psychology theories manifested in my research. In one of the 

most challenging times of the 21st century, participants in my study who received 

financial support from the institution were grateful and credited the institution for making 
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it possible for them to access quality education in the Global North. Eve also 

acknowledges the role of the labour union in supporting its members in times of need 

which is remarkable because the literature does not cover how the union representing 

part-time workers (i.e., teaching, research, and graduate assistants) contributes to the 

financial well-being of members. Participants acknowledged that although they were not 

always successful in their applications for internal scholarships and bursaries, they found 

that extra support was critical to the positive experiences of the many international 

students who do not come from strong financial backgrounds.  

The participant in FG3 shared her thoughts with her colleagues: 

The internal scholarships and bursaries are working well for me in my studies, 

and I’m very grateful. I am an international student with limited financial 

resources. If not for these scholarships and bursaries in addition to my funding 

package, I think I would have been under severe financial pressure that could 

have affected my mental health. Therefore, I will say that the institution is doing 

excellent for many of us. Still, they can also do it for all international master’s 

students, especially my colleagues in the professional program.    

There is a sense of appreciation in the FG3 participant’s story and an open call for the 

institution to expand the funding package to cover all international students irrespective 

of the program. The FG3 participant has a valid concern in advocating for fellow 

international students because she realized how privileged and lucky she was to receive 

funding and other internal scholarships; hence, the decision to advocate for and stand in 

solidarity with the ISP colleagues who do not receive any financial break.  

On- and Off-Campus Employment Opportunities 

The opportunity to receive teaching and research assistant positions while 
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studying was a dream shared by all participants. All three participants in non-ISP 

programs had teaching and research assistant positions built into their programs; 

however, not all the sample institution’s master’s programs had teaching, research, and 

graduate assistant positions for international master’s students. The three non-ISP 

participants considered themselves lucky and privileged to have teaching and research 

assistant positions and pointed out that they could not have pursued international studies 

without such guaranteed part-time opportunities. In FG3, a participant expressed their 

appreciation:  

I am really grateful to my program for giving me teaching assistant positions from 

my first term to date. Through my TA work, I am interacting with undergraduate 

students who are mainly Canadian citizens. I am not only facilitating their 

learning but also benefitting tremendously from each other’s perspectives. Also, I 

use the money from my TA work to pay my rent, and I am grateful for that.  

Also, as the discussions unfolded in FG3, the second participant in a research program 

was happy to share their happiness about the opportunity they got to engage in a research 

assistant work with a faculty member:  

I am happy with my research assistant position. Fortunately for me, I am helping 

the researcher collect and transcribe data, so I am learning a lot about doing 

research and making money, too. I am in a research program, and I also aspire to 

do a PhD after my master’s; so, I believe that the knowledge and skills I am 

getting in my research assistant position would help my academic and 

professional careers in the future.  

 The data also showed that if teaching and research assistant positions were 

unavailable, getting any employment opportunity to work while studying would benefit 
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international students. Participants argued that they needed Canadian work experience on 

their CVs to enhance their employment chances after completing their programs. Also, 

participants spoke about the financial assistance on- and off-campus employment gave 

them and argued that although they were only allowed to work 10 hours a week alongside 

their studies, they made “something” for their rent and other basic needs. By way of 

illustration, participants in FG1 suggested that having guaranteed on- and off-campus 

employment opportunities could help them meet some of their financial obligations. They 

also mentioned the frustration that comes with not having employment, and at the same 

time, having to pay rent and meet other living costs. A participant in FG1 said,  

One thing that will be good for my learning will be knowing that I have a job to 

do alongside my studies, so I don’t worry about how and where I will get the 

money to pay my rent. Basically, my family pays my fees, but the rest is on me. It 

is hard!  

As stated earlier, other participants agreed with the above statement. During FG2 

discussions, a participant added to the conversation as follows:  

For me, an exceptional learning experience will go beyond the usual classroom 

stuff and cover students’ financial well-being, too. All the institution knows is that 

we pay our expensive fees, but they have no idea how much stress our families, 

and we go through. I work at Walmart to raise money for rent and food. My 

family is paying all the fees, which is draining their life savings to give me a 

quality education.  

The literature on international students does not detail how on- and off-campus 

employment experiences and opportunities significantly meet international students’ 

financial and professional needs. Also, the literature does not cover how international 
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students express appreciation to host institutions and countries for creating a window of 

opportunity for them to work part-time while studying. Instead, Ammigan (2019) points 

to how international students’ inability to obtain employment opportunities increases 

“stress, anxiety, and depression” (p. 268). Furthermore, Altbach and Knight (2007) are 

not enthused about how those who secure teaching and research assistant positions 

receive “modest compensation” (p. 292). Ammigan and Jones (2018) also report on 

international students’ dissatisfaction with not “finding work opportunities during their 

studies” (p. 8), and Calder et al. (2016) discuss how international graduate students are 

“underpaid for their qualifications” (p. 99). From the above, it is apparent that the extant 

current literature uses a deficit approach (Anderson, 2004; Cockell & McArthur-Blair, 

2012; Guo & Chase, 2011; Scott & Armstrong, 2019) to draw attention to the inadequate 

employment opportunities of international graduate students. In contrast, this study’s use 

of strength-based methodological and theoretical frameworks allowed participants to see 

the opportunity to work while studying as one of the positive things that worked well for 

them in their programs and studies. As already pointed out, in both the individual and 

focus group discussions, participants whose programs guaranteed them teaching and 

research assistant positions expressed their profound gratitude to their faculties for the 

opportunity. They were happy about the professional development opportunities in 

carrying out their teaching and research assistant duties and, in particular, the money they 

made to meet some of their financial obligations.  

Eve was excited about how her teaching assistant duties enriched her CV and 

prepared her for her future career. She was also pleased about how the teaching assistant 

work informed her teaching philosophy to become a better facilitator in a diverse setting. 

In addition, Eve knew that the financial obligation on her family in Ghana was 
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significant; therefore, she was delighted about the opportunity to earn some income to 

take care of rent and other basic needs. Evans also shared his excitement about his 

teaching and research assistant opportunities: 

Teaching and research assistant works have been so helpful. I am honing my 

teaching and research skills which are vital for my academic and professional 

development. On top of that, I get paid. The money I raise from my TA and RA 

work takes care of my rent and other basic needs. As I already said, every 

financial support I receive from the institution, whether through my direct TA and 

RA works or funding and bursaries, is crucial in supporting my international 

education.  

Eve and Evans are both Ghanaians, and they carefully selected programs that could offer 

them guaranteed on-campus employment and funding opportunities. However, from the 

demographic data, although all participants come from countries of the Global South, 

only those from Ghana were in funded and guaranteed teaching and research assistant 

programs. The remaining participants came from China and India, and they were all in 

non-funded and non-guaranteed on-campus employment programs. What could be the 

reason behind such program selections? It would be interesting to know why international 

students from Ghana, Africa, in this institution gravitated towards funded and guaranteed 

on-campus employment programs while their counterparts from India and China, both 

Asian countries, went the opposite direction. Further research may help find answers to 

why international students from certain countries and regions gravitate towards specific 

programs regardless of cost.   

 As already stated, participants in non-funded and non-guaranteed employment 

programs primarily found off-campus jobs with department stores and fast-food chains to 
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raise money, learn the Canadian culture, and gain Canadian work experience. Although 

these participants wished they found employment opportunities at the institution, they 

were happy for the chance to earn income. Congruent with the literature (Ammigan, 

2019; Calder et al., 2016), participants who were not in guaranteed on-campus 

employment programs and struggled to find off-campus jobs were not happy about the 

uncertainties and stress they had to go through to secure part-time positions. However, 

they were generally satisfied with the opportunity to work while studying. For example, 

Sahas was grateful to the Canadian government for allowing international students to 

work on and off-campus. Primarily, participants from the ISP programs worked off-

campus except for one participant who found a research assistant position with a faculty 

member and another student who preferred to volunteer than work for money. Sajag 

shared the following: 

Another thing that worked well for me before the COVID-19, and it’s still 

working very well for my studies is that I have part-time employment with a big 

department store. I love the financial benefits and the Canadian work experience. 

Working in this store has exposed me to different people and cultures, which 

removes loneliness from me. The money I make from this work helps me a lot, 

and I thank the government for giving international students the chance to work 

while getting their degrees. 

Contrary to suggestions in the literature that international students are at low points in 

their studies due to inadequate employment opportunities (Ammigan, 2019; Ammigan & 

Jones, 2018; Calder et al., 2016), the findings of my research reveal a different story—a 

story that indicates that there are challenges, but at the same time the opportunity to earn 
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income alongside their studies is not taken for granted. This is something international 

students cherish because it enriches their CVs and gives them financial relief.  

Praful expressed his interest in finance. At the time of our interview, he had 

secured an internship position with a hedge fund to have hands-on experience in finance 

and make money, as well. Praful noted: 

Recently, I started an internship at one of the hedge funds. I can do this internship 

because I am using leisure time in a more effective way to do things that keep my 

brain stimulated and excited about making some money and applying my 

knowledge in my field in finance. The good thing is that everything that is 

happening with my family, friends, and the internship has been a suitable catalyst 

for my learning. I can concentrate more on my program, and my current GPA of 

3.8 speaks for itself. 

Praful’s account of what was working well in his international studies before and during a 

global pandemic are inspiring stories that were made possible because of the positive 

framework my study adopted. A participant in FG1 was elated to share her positive 

experience during the pandemic with colleagues. She exclaimed:  

Guess what! I also got myself part-time employment in a nearby Tim Hortons to 

experience Canadian culture from Canadians while making some income. So yes, 

me too; I am happy to have enough time in this pandemic to do different things to 

advance my academic and professional life.  

As an AI scholar, it does not surprise me that participants saw the challenges as 

opportunities and put their desires above the apparent problems they encountered 

(Cockell & McArthur-Blair, 2012) as international graduate students to work towards 
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fulfilling their goals.    

Career Development 

The theme of professional development had two subthemes: (a) co-op 

opportunities, and (b) workshops or courses for developing soft skills. 

Co-op Opportunities 

The data indicated that all seven participants from the professional program were 

grateful for the co-op opportunities embedded in their program. They believed that as 

international students, they were new to the Canadian employment environment but were 

interested in finding jobs after completing their programs; therefore, the co-op 

opportunity was the gateway to the Canadian industry. Also, participants felt that the co-

op opportunity would help them advance their knowledge and skills in the field and 

secure the much-needed Canadian work experience always required by Canadian 

employers in job descriptions. During the discussions in FG2, a participant happily said 

that her co-op opportunity meant a lot to her:  

I applied for this program because of the co-op in it. The co-op is vital to me 

because it will help me start strengthening my knowledge and skills in the field, 

and it will give me the boost that I need because I am new in this country. As an 

international student, I don’t have any network apart from my professors and 

colleagues. Therefore, I am sure that the co-op opportunity will help me to 

network with industry practitioners. I could also be paid while doing the co-op, so 

that will be good for my finances.   

From this participant’s standpoint, co-op placements and internships are opportunities 

that draw international students closer to Canadian industries, and it is a chance they 

relish. However, the data also showed that, like the other programs, not all professional 
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students got co-op opportunities. In the last of the 14 individual interview sessions, Deng 

suggested that if she were the institution’s leader, she would work collaboratively with 

other leaders to ensure that graduate students interested in co-op and internship 

opportunities found them primarily through the co-op offices. In addition, an FG2 

participant said that they would expand “co-op and internship opportunities to cover all 

programs.”  

In addition to bringing in a practical component to the courses, participants also 

believed that co-op opportunities could add quality to their education. As already pointed 

out, the professional program had a co-op program built into it, but not all the students 

had access to the co-op term because, in addition to paying an extra fee, there were 

conditions they must meet before qualifying. Hence participants from the professional 

program and their colleagues from the other programs had a collective dream. They 

dreamt of a graduate student experience in which co-op opportunities were built into 

every master’s program to give students real industry and life experience before 

completing their degrees. For international students, the dream to have a co-op position 

before graduation is critical because of the Canadian work experience asked by employers 

as a precondition before employees are hired or even granted interviews (Calder et al., 

2016). In what follows, I present first-person accounts of participants from different 

master’s programs expressing their desire to have co-op opportunities as part of their 

international education:     

In my program, we don’t have the opportunity to engage in co-op and internships 

like the business students. I know that co-op and internship programs help 

students get practical experience to match their theory work in class. Therefore, I 

think that the international master’s students in my program are missing out. It 
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will be great if they can introduce this critical component of learning into the 

program. It doesn’t have to be a paid experience, but it will be greatly appreciated 

if paid. You know, the payment will go a long way to support the many financial 

needs of international students. However, I am all for the experience, not the pay. 

Maybe, the compensation will delay the process, so I wish they could make such a 

service available for students interested in participating. (FG2 participant) 

In an interview with Sajag, he too spoke passionately about the vital role of co-op 

opportunities for international students in his program. Like the FG2 participant, Sajag 

was more interested in the experience than the monetary incentive a co-op may provide 

but was very open to the idea of a paid co-op position because of the financial relief it 

will give to international students. In relation to his dream, Sajag argued: 

In my program, we don’t have a direct connection to industries. Everything is 

done in our laboratory, which is excellent, but having a direct relationship with 

industries can benefit students’ academic and professional needs. There, we will 

learn from experts in the field and actually engage in producing finished products. 

I wish the program could introduce a co-op opportunity for students to conduct 

their studies directly in the field. I want to add that it will be okay if the co-ops are 

not paid. Many of my friends and I don’t have money, but getting experience 

from industry experts will be worth more than the financial incentive. I have 

noticed that every industry wants to hire someone who has two or more years of 

work experience. In fact, my friends who have already completed their programs 

have told me the same thing and have shared their inability to find jobs related to 

their areas of expertise due to them not having Canadian work experience. I don’t 

want international students to come here and complete their studies and struggle 
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to find jobs in their field. Therefore, I think it is a good dream I am having, and I 

hope that sooner rather than later, universities will intentionally create co-op and 

employment opportunities for us to help our transition from school to work. 

Sajag’s positive dream about co-op opportunities for students of his program is well-

articulated and admirable. However, I believe that institutional and program leaders 

understand that getting a co-op position could be international students’ first Canadian 

employment, setting them up for better job opportunities after graduating from their 

programs. Therefore, as Sajag and the FG2 participant pointed out, they wished for 

industry experience as part of their international master’s education to balance the theory 

they learn in class and give them Canadian work experience.  

Jaival echoed everything shared by the FG2 participant and Sajag. He also wanted 

co-op opportunities for all the students in his program. Jaival said,  

Another wish I have is about getting industry experience before master’s students 

complete their programs. We are being prepared as professionals in my master’s 

program, and I believe it would be excellent for all interested master’s students, 

especially international students, to have industry experience. These co-ops could 

be paid or unpaid, and it really would not matter to me. This is because; I value 

the knowledge I will get more than the temporary financial incentive. However, 

being an international student with high educational expenditure, I will argue for a 

paid co-op position. Regardless, I just wish international master’s students could 

get the opportunity to apply what they are learning in the industry so they can get 

some Canadian work experience to assist in the job search after their programs. 
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Based on the above first-person narratives, the dream for co-op positions was not 

limited to the one program alone. In fact, it was the dream of all individual and FG 

participants regardless of the program. In addition, there are also international master’s 

students who are primarily interested in finding employment opportunities after 

graduation (Ammigan, 2019; Bodycott & Lai, 2012; CBIE, 2018; Chen, 2017; 

Government of Canada, 2019; ICEF, 2019; Zhou et al., 2017). Therefore, master’s 

programs can connect job-aspiring students to industries through co-op opportunities to 

further develop the practical knowledge and skills they need to thrive in the Canadian 

workplace. Also, undoubtedly, the institution and programs know several industries; so, 

maybe, they could introduce interested graduate students to experts on the field to be 

their apprentices alongside their classroom instructions.  

Workshops or Courses for Developing Soft Skills  

Another subtheme under professional development is international master’s 

students’ desire to engage in regular workshops to develop “soft skills” and receive 

professional guidance during their graduate studies. From the data, participants wished 

that in addition to their academic work, their respective programs could help them 

develop their confidence for future job searches. The findings suggested that many 

international students lacked basic Canadian resumé and cover-letter writing and 

interviewing skills as newcomers to the country. Therefore, participants wished that their 

programs and the institution regularly organized specific professional development 

workshops to give international master’s students soft skills to add value to their 

academic development. They believed that these soft skills were essential for their 

success during and after their programs as all of them were interested in getting their 3-
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year work permits to work in Canada post-graduation. It is important to underscore that 

participants appreciated the resumé and cover-letter writing and the interviewing skills 

they were already developing from the institution’s job centre and the co-op offices; 

however, they felt that the current pace was inadequate and lacked depth. Insufficient 

staffing was a concern for individual and focus group participants because they believed 

it slowed down the whole process, making it challenging for students to access this 

crucial support. During FG2, a participant asked:  

Why are the programs not realizing that most international students don’t have the 

skills so they organize regular workshops or teach us [how to write cover letters 

and resumés] in the classroom? Why are they not running a course in the first 

semester for us? I think it is not a difficult thing for them to do to support 

international students.  

The questions raised by the FG2 participant are crucial for the successful job search of 

newcomers, many of whom did not write a cover letter or submit a resumé for job 

applications in their home countries. It is this realization that they wished their programs 

could understand and meet them halfway. Unfortunately, as the data indicated, there are 

uncertainties about most international students’ confidence level regarding the processes 

involved in a job search.  

Given the above premise, participants believed that such workshops or classes 

could help them develop soft skills such as how to write quality and competitive resumés 

and cover letters. Participants also thought that such regular workshops could teach them 

how to conduct themselves professionally during networking events because often, they 

did not know how to best approach new people and professionals in Canada. In addition, 
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participants wanted to use such professional workshops or courses to learn more about 

how to prepare for job interviews and other things associated with job searches in the 

Canadian context. Being new to the institution, the country, and the employment culture 

of Canada, it was their dream to have formal training or education to know how they 

could confidently navigate the employment terrain of the country before they began 

proper job searches. As observed and argued by Ammigan (2019), the CBIE (2018), Li 

and Tierney (2013), and Lu and Hou (2015), the hope to find employment opportunities 

both during their programs and post-graduation is a significant pull factor that influences 

students to embark on studying abroad. These scholars and the CBIE document also 

argue that host countries’ desire to retain talented international students encourages 

students to embark on international studies to find employment opportunities after their 

programs. The findings of my research confirm the observation and arguments of these 

scholars and the CBIE document. The study participants’ desire to be successful in their 

job searches during and after their programs encouraged them to imagine their chances if 

they received regular workshops or took a course on soft-skills training.  

My research findings align with the experiences of the participants in Guo and 

Chase’s (2011) study that looked at how a non-credit professional development course 

impacted the teaching assistant performances of international graduate students at the 

University of British Columbia. In Guo and Chase’s study, participants appreciated the 

technological and presentation skills they learned from the Professional Development 

Program for International Teaching Assistants (PDITA). Calder et al. (2016) also talk 

about international centers of universities holding orientation services and “workshops on 

housing issues and ‘insider’ information such as how to dress for local weather and use 

public transportation” (p. 100). On their part, Zhou and Zhang (2014) touched on the 
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importance of orientation programs for international students that provided “newcomers 

with information about study and leisure on campus, a brief description on the rules and 

regulations of Canada, and how to meet people around” (Participants’ Suggestions 

section, para. 1). Again, my study participants embraced the information sessions and 

workshops and heavily praised their programs and institutions for organizing similar 

events. For example, participants gave testimonies of the importance of these workshops 

in their international studies. Deng shared in an interview: 

When I arrived in the program from China, I didn’t have confidence in my 

speaking and writing of the English language. However, because of the 

workshops the program organized for international students to prepare us for the 

master’s program, I felt ready and confident in my English reading, writing, and 

presentation abilities.   

It is important to note that participants in my study were excited about the 

opportunity to receive resumé and cover letter writing support from the co-op offices. 

However, they found the services inadequate due to the limited number of times a student 

could see these professionals. Clearly, in addition to the English learning and academic 

writing workshops, participants wished that their programs formally offered a regular 

platform for international master’s students to learn more about what Canadian 

employers look for in a prospective employee. As well, participants wanted to have in-

depth exposure to the Canadian employment culture to compete favourably with their 

domestic colleagues.   

In an interview with Praful, he was sympathetic to himself and his colleagues for 

lacking the skill set in pursuing employment opportunities. Also, when I asked 

participants why they volunteered to participate in my research, a few of them shared that 
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they wanted to use my data collection platform to hone their interviewing skills, 

indicating the desire and willingness of many of these students to acquire soft skills. In 

fact, Amogha, Arun, Vihas, and participants from FGs 1, 2, and 3 noted that while they 

were excited to share their international student experiences with me, they were also 

interested in learning how interviews were conducted. The basis of their arguments was 

that they were aware that before they find quality employment opportunities in Canada, 

they would be interviewed. However, much as participants could not wait to find their 

first jobs after graduation, they knew they lacked the skills and confidence to participate 

in a job interview. As such, they believed that my data collection platform provided an 

excellent chance to learn some interviewing skills. To ensure that participants participated 

in a convivial and informal environment where they could remain true to their authentic 

selves, I encouraged them to be themselves as much as possible because I was not 

assessing their performances and responses for hiring purposes. The actions and desires of 

participants to use a data collection platform as an avenue to practice their job interviewing 

skills leave much to be desired. Therefore, policymakers and institutional leaders are 

encouraged to understand the backgrounds of international students to design appropriate 

policies, programs, and practices to meet their needs and dreams. In a nutshell, through 

regular professional development workshops or courses, participants dreamt of developing 

the necessary skills to be able to confidently embark on their job searches themselves 

without the constant feelings of inadequacy. 

Policies 

The theme of policies had two subthemes: (a) research opportunities, and (b) 

international master’s students’ input. 
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Research Opportunities  

Within the theme of policies, participants spoke about the opportunity to actively 

engage in research with doctoral students and faculty members. Participants in research 

programs wanted the chance to engage in more research opportunities than the one 

research methodology and theory courses they take before starting their MRPs or theses. 

These participants suggested that the institution and programs could provide financial 

incentives to doctoral and postdoctoral students and faculty members to motivate them to 

research with international master’s students. Surprisingly, Praful and Shaiming, who 

were in course-based ISP programs, argued that research-based students needed 

unlimited opportunities to hone their research skills before completing their programs. In 

both their interview narratives and focus group contributions, they argued that allowing 

international master’s students in research programs to learn research skills from their 

senior colleagues and faculty members would be good for the parties’ careers and the 

image of the programs and institution. The three participants in research streams—Eve, 

Evans, and the FG3 participant—echoed Praful and Shaiming’s suggestions. These 

participants appreciated the research assistant opportunities with faculty members and 

wished such chances were available throughout their international master’s studies. 

Individually and collectively, participants appreciated their knowledge from the 

annotated bibliographies, literature reviews, and data collections they helped faculty 

members do. They were also grateful for the transcribing and coding work they did on 

collected data with faculty members and saw the skills they developed as foundational to 

their MRPs or theses and their future research careers, including doctoral studies should 

they go in that direction.  
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The essence of participants’ dream was that in research programs, instead of 

taking a course each in research methods and theory, they wanted to work with their 

senior colleagues in a sustained manner to see how the various parts of research come 

together. As a doctoral student who is engaged in research such as this dissertation, I 

believe that if given a chance, international master’s students in research programs could 

benefit immensely from working with my colleagues and me on similar projects. For 

example, at different stages of my research, various students could have seen first-hand 

how the extensive engagements with the literature and the researcher’s interest inform the 

selection of research topics, theories, methods, and methodologies. They could have also 

benefited from how the snowball sampling was used to recruit participants, how the 

interviews and focus group discussions were conducted, how I used NVivo to code and 

establish themes, and the back and forth in writing the dissertation. In addition, if there 

were international master’s students working with me on my research, they would have 

already benefited from co-presenting in academic conferences and co-authoring scholarly 

articles. This is because I already have shared some of my work on academic platforms, 

and participants in my research craved such opportunities to research with and participate 

in peer-reviewed conferences and co-authoring papers.  

Zhou et al.’s (2017) study site had a “monthly Sharing Ideas research seminars 

and annual graduate research conference” (p. 230) and encouraged international students 

to take advantage of it. However, in the institution where my study took place, the 

research-based participants noted that they had only one graduate research conference 

annually, which they liked. Still, they thought it was not enough experience to help them 

hone their research skills and socialize with their peers across programs. For example, a 

research-based student in FG3 articulated the following: 
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I am in a research program, and so I want to be engaged actively in research. I 

want to learn how to conduct research through coursework and other avenues. 

And I would like the professors to allow international students to engage in 

research activities such as writing a proposal, applying for ethics clearance, 

collecting and analyzing data, and presenting the findings in academic 

conferences with them.  

The FG3 participant and colleagues in research-based programs wanted the chance to 

engage in more robust and exciting research endeavours to enable them to acquire deeper 

research competencies. The other FG3 research-stream participant puts it this way: “All I 

want is a hands-on experience in doing research to become efficient during my thesis and 

future PhD studies.” From the data and my experience as a doctoral student, I argue that 

policymakers should consider pilot projects in which international master’s students in 

research programs are paired or grouped with their senior colleagues to engage in 

research activities throughout their programs. Institutions could then collect data to see 

the efficacy of such an approach to inform their graduate and faculty research policies.   

International Master’s Students’ Input 

The data revealed that international master’s students felt their interests were not 

fully integrated into decisions that directly affected them. All participants articulated that 

leaders had no excuse for not welcoming international student input in the decision-

making process. This finding was revealing because institutions have student 

representatives on various governing bodies who serve as the official voice of the student 

demographic. It is also important to underscore that participants wanted the leadership to 

remain accessible to students to know and understand the challenges and aspirations of 

the group. A FG2 participant made the argument that it was “a shame to see how distant 
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the leaders are from us, and I recognize that they have many responsibilities. However, I 

believe the leaders are there because of the students.” On the one hand, participants 

wanted to feel a sense of belonging and acceptance and included in the school 

community. They wanted to know their leaders and build a positive relationship with 

them. However, on the other hand, participants wanted their voices actively integrated 

into the decision-making process. They yearned for enhanced international student 

experience and believed that their active engagement in decisions that directly affected 

their progress in the institution was paramount.  

As seen from the preceding paragraph, there was a strong need for student voices 

in decisions that affected their association with the institution. As a result, participants 

asked institutional leaders and policymakers to include international master’s student 

voices at the decision-making table so students can use their needs and perspectives to 

help craft and design programs that work for all stakeholders. Ammigan and Jones (2018) 

and Klodt (2019) are concise about the need to listen to international students, identify 

their needs and aspirations, and incorporate them into policy to improve the quality of the 

international student experience. In fact, Klodt emphasizes that listening to and using the 

voices of international students is arguably the best way to serve these students because, 

like my study’s demographic data indicates, one size does not fit all. For example, 

although participants arrived at innovative collective visions during data collection in 

focus groups, it was evident that participants from Ghana and India argued passionately 

for on-campus jobs during their studies. On the other hand, participants from China also 

wanted on-campus jobs, but they were more interested in paid or unpaid volunteer and 

service-learning opportunities.  
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Also, as already stated, while participants from India and China in the ISP 

programs could pay three to four times the cost of domestic students’ tuition, participants 

from Ghana depended on the funding and guaranteed teaching, research, and graduate 

assistant positions in the fall and winter terms to stay in their respective programs. Still, 

participants in funded programs shared in the individual and focus group that they 

encountered financial challenges and were very grateful to the institution for the financial 

assistance. The demographic information above strengthens the call by scholars 

(Ammigan, 2019; Klodt, 2019) that using regular data collection tools such as mass 

surveys at the beginning of each term could help institutions generate innovative data and 

insight into what international students need from their programs and institutions to 

improve the quality of their learning. 

The purpose of my study was to consider the positive voices of international 

master’s students to inform policies, programs, and practices in universities in Ontario. 

This purpose inspired me to nest my research in a theoretical and conceptual framework 

and methodology that encourages participation and inclusion of the collective or group 

members at the decision-making table (Cockell & McArthur-Blair, 2012; Cooperrider & 

Whitney, 2005). At the discovery stage, six of the 14 participants mentioned that their 

program’s directors were accessible during the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

These participants noted that their program directors contacted students to ask how they 

were coping, which they appreciated. For example, in an interview, Evans was grateful to 

his graduate program’s director for remaining accessible and caring about the well-being 

of students during the pandemic. Due to Evans’ GPDs interest in student input, this leader 

understood what Evans needed and helped him find a paid co-op position with the 
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university. Evans and the GPDs story reveals a forward-thinking and caring leader who 

anticipated that her students might encounter challenges with their studies and other 

things; therefore, she reached out to students to check on their well-being. Instead of 

using her subjective assumptions to provide “band-aid” superficial assistance to students, 

this forward-looking, inclusive, and equitable leader opened up and listened to students’ 

concerns and needs. Finally, she acted on the information she received from students to 

provide the specific assistance they needed. The effort of Evans’ GPD shows that student 

input in decisions that affect them is critical to a positive student experience. A satisfied 

and grateful Evans was animated with the paid co-op position, learning on the job, and 

gaining Canadian work experience to enrich his curriculum vitae.  

Like Klodt’s argument to inform university policies and practices with students’ 

input, Mitra’s (2004) conception of students’ voices is also relevant in my research. 

According to Mitra, students’ voice focuses “on the notion that student outcomes will 

improve and school reform will be more successful if students actively participate in 

shaping it” (p. 652). Mitra’s explanation of the essence of students’ voices is captured in 

Evans’ and other participants’ arguments that incorporating the dreams and needs of 

international students in the decision-making process will improve student learning 

quality and advance the positive change efforts of institutions. To inform policy and 

practice with international students’ voices, I also agree with Ammigan and Jones (2018), 

Klodt (2019), and Mitra (2004) that various data collection methods should be used to 

ask for the direct input of international students. For example, in addition to using 

surveys, my study’s participants made the following suggestions for their leaders. First, 

participants encouraged their leaders to do more than the formal trips to orientation 
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services. Instead, participants wanted their leaders to visit students periodically and 

informally a few minutes before lectures or seminars. While there, leaders could ask 

students quick questions such as “in addition to the regular clubs and other activities on 

campus, what else can we do to increase your involvement on campus and relationship 

with domestic students?” Second, participants encouraged their leaders to designate 

specific times as office hours for international master’s students to come and discuss 

initiatives that could improve the quality of their studies and schooling. Third, 

participants encouraged their leaders to invite international students to directly send them 

emails about their concerns and the initiatives they wanted to be taking to enhance their 

overseas studying experience. Finally, participants encouraged their leaders to be 

accessible and informal with international students to strengthen the bond between 

students and their leaders. Also, such informal conversations could potentially generate 

innovative ideas to inform policy and practice to enhance the schooling experience of 

international students.  

The literature supports the argument that listening to and incorporating students’ 

voices improves the quality of education and directly and positively speeds up the change 

initiative (Ammigan & Jones, 2018; Bergmark & Kostenius, 2018; Gao, 2019; Klodt, 

2019; Mitra, 2004). Given participants’ narratives, I also argue that incorporating student 

voices in decision-making could promote students’ sense of belonging, academic 

performance, and overall well-being. Therefore, I believe it is crucial that institutions set 

aside an office to coordinate the effort to collect and share international students’ dreams 

and expectations to inform policies, programs, and practices. 
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Chapter Summary 

The discussion of the five themes of the study revealed the many conditions that 

give international master’s students life in their studies away from home. For example, 

unconditional family support, learning about and making friends with diverse student 

populations, the professionalism of the institution’s staff, and the commonalities between 

students and instructors and extracurricular activities fostered students’ well-being and 

sense of belonging. The conditions mentioned above ensured that international students 

remained happy in their programs, institution, and international studies both before and 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. The second theme, instructors’ pedagogical practices, 

highlighted high ethical standards of course instructors, supervisors, and AETs through a 

demonstration of care, respect, trust, and integrity in the discharge of their duties. These 

professionals were approachable, caring, gave constructive feedback, challenged and 

engaged students’ interests in lessons, and brought some experiential learning 

components to lessons that met students’ needs. A remarkable observation was that 

course instructors did not reduce the depth and rigour of their courses despite the 

challenges of the pandemic. Instead, instructors continued to motivate and challenge 

students to meet the standards of graduate education.   

The discussions also covered the international master’s students’ financial 

constraints, which participants wished they received tuition cuts and employment 

opportunities to keep them happy and engaged in their studies. Clearly, participants were 

not happy about the higher tuition incurred by international graduate students and dreamt 

of an international study in which domestic and international students paid the same 

tuition. There was also the wish for ISP students to be considered for scholarship and 
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funding opportunities. On the other hand, the non-ISP students were grateful to the 

institution for giving them partial funding to enable them to access international 

education. Although it was not easy for the ISP students to secure on-campus 

employment opportunities compared to non-ISP students, all participants appreciated the 

opportunity to study and work part-time to improve their finances.   

Study participants appreciated the career development opportunities they had 

through co-op and workshops for developing soft skills to write cover letters and 

resumés. The data revealed a need for more professional development opportunities, but 

at the same time, participants were grateful for the existing support. Across programs, 

participants wished that all master’s programs had co-op opportunities to draw them 

closer to Canadian institutions and industries and work culture while applying their 

theoretical knowledge. The final theme, policies, focused on research opportunities and 

the need for student input in decisions that directly and indirectly affected them. 

Participants in research programs appreciated the research methods and theory courses, 

and research assistant opportunities; however, they wanted the chance to research with 

their senior colleagues and faculty members. Also, participants wanted their leaders to 

seek their input to inform policy and practice. In the next chapter, I present six 

recommendations derived from the study and the literature to inform policy and practice 

to improve the international student experience. 
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CHAPTER SIX: RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION   

To fulfil the purpose of the study, I offer six recommendations in this final 

chapter to inform policies and programs of universities in Ontario corresponding to 

international master’s students. Before doing so, however, I wish to emphasize that like 

the study findings reported in the previous chapter, the six recommendations in this 

current chapter stem from the three phases of the AI cycle. This is because participants 

reiterated and built upon what worked well in their studies, their dream international 

student experience, and offered steps they believed could be taken to achieve their vision. 

Also, I had a choice on how to describe and present the recommendations from the design 

phase of this study. The options were to either make provocative propositions 

(Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987) or offer concrete proposals (Bushe, 2001) to 

policymakers and institutional leaders—a practical action plan that I would undertake if I 

were in a position to do so as an institutional leader or member. However, as an outsider 

to the institution where I conducted this study, I could only make recommendations based 

on the study’s findings, which is what I have done in this chapter. I also have included 

participants’ voices to emphasize the significance of these recommendations in the lives 

of international graduate students.  

The first three recommendations—allow international master’s students to study 

with their domestic counterparts; increase international student diversity; and regularize 

socializing events for students and community members—seek to promote international 

master’s students’ well-being and sense of belonging. The fourth recommendation—

bridge the gap between theory and practice (hands-on experience)—focuses on 

improving instructors’ pedagogical practices to promote students’ academic and 
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professional growth. The final two recommendations—work with all stakeholders to 

make international master’s tuition reasonable and affordable; and create on- and off-

campus employment opportunities—are designed to improve international master’s 

students’ financial condition. Finally, the chapter ends with a conclusion of the study.  

Recommendation 1: Allow International Master’s Students to Study  

With Their Domestic Counterparts 

Based on the literature and this study’s findings, I recommend that institutions 

with two-tier systems restricting international students from learning with their domestic 

students should end such programs. This recommendation is critical because from 

participants’ narratives (e.g., Amogha, Chaaya, Deng, Jen-Kan, Shaiming), the current 

two-tier system is artificial and does not promote ISP students’ well-being and sense of 

belonging. As previously mentioned, the institution where I conducted this study has a 

two-tier system in which some international master’s students either learn exclusively 

with other international students in ISP programs or study with domestic and other 

international students together. Other Canadian scholars (e.g., Li et al., 2012; Zhou et al., 

2017) also report similar international student-only programs in their studies; however, 

while participants in Li et al.’s study could audit courses taken by domestic students, 

respondents in my research did not have such a privilege. Also, in Zhou et al.’s study, 

“international cohort students attend some courses that are exclusively populated with 

international students, and others with students from the domestic program” (p. 211). In 

other words, international student participants in both Li et al.’s and Zhou et al.’s study 

could take courses with their domestic counterparts, an opportunity that participants in 

my research wished they had.  
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Among the 14 ISP participants in this study, only Deng and Shaiming had the 

chance to take a course each with domestic students, and all three non-ISP participants 

had their regular classes with domestic and other international master’s students. Unlike 

participants in Zhou et al.’s (2017) study who were primarily from China and had mixed 

feelings about studying with domestic students, both Deng and Shaiming (also from 

China) recounted having excellent experiences when they learned with their domestic 

counterparts. For example, respondents in Zhou et al.’s study revealed that in their 

blended classes with domestic students, they were “overlooked by instructors” (p. 231) 

and were also dominated in class activities by their local colleagues. On the contrary, 

Deng and Shaiming and the three non-ISP participants in my study reported having 

excellent relationships in class with domestic students and course instructors. The 

positive experience of this study’s participants is not a suggestion that blended 

classrooms work perfectly for both domestic and international students; on the contrary, 

participants in Zhou et al.’s study had genuine concerns that should be investigated 

further to find the best approach for international students who share classrooms with 

domestic students.   

Again, in Zhou et al.’s (2017) research, participants who wanted to study with 

their domestic counterparts argued that “they could learn from and be inspired by 

domestic students” (p. 231). In other words, despite the potential challenges in sharing 

the same class with domestic students, some international students are receptive to 

learning with their local counterparts because they believe that the benefits outweigh the 

challenges. My study’s data agree with this particular finding of Zhou et al.’s research, 

and it is vital that policymakers consider the wishes of the students whom the policies 
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serve. Studying together with their domestic counterparts could have crucial implications 

for ISP students who desire the opportunity to do so. For example, first, as documented in 

the literature (Ammigan, 2019; Ammigan & Jones, 2018; Klodt, 2019; Zhou et al., 2017), 

combining international students and their domestic counterparts could foster rich 

classroom discussions with a much broader range of diverse perspectives, which in turn 

could provide both an excellent learning environment as well as a satisfying and 

enriching experience for ISP students, leading to higher approval ratings and increased 

recruitment drives through referrals (Ammigan, 2019; Ammigan & Jones, 2018; 

Ammigan et al., 2021). Second, like Deng, Shaiming, and Jen-Kan (all Chinese students 

in an ISP program) argued, they wanted to learn English and Canadian culture from 

Canadians but not from other international students (Chen, 2017). In the literature (CBIE, 

2018; Chen, 2017; Chira, 2017; Li & Tierney, 2013), the desire to go overseas to learn 

the English language and culture from native speakers is a push factor that influences 

many students to study abroad. As a result, my study participants who wanted to use their 

international studies to improve their English language skills were not delighted to miss 

the opportunity to do so in formal settings. Again, from the literature (Chira, 2017; Klodt, 

2019) and evidence from this study, it is vital that policymakers listen to the desires of 

affected students and design a better approach that would work for all stakeholders, 

including domestic and international students. Third, participants argued that although 

they were aware of their international status, the two-tier system made them feel inferior 

and tagged, making them feel different, a feeling shared by all the ISP participants in this 

study. This feeling of difference among the ISP cohorts needs to be addressed by 

policymakers and institutional leaders, and they could do so by ending the two-tier 
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system to create a warm-hearted learning environment and instill a greater sense of 

belonging among international graduate students pursuing the same degrees as their 

domestic counterparts. As articulated by Amogha, “the artificial separation is a missed 

opportunity for both domestic and international students to learn together, build 

relationships, and construct informed knowledge about each other.” I also want to point 

out that although participants felt happy about and proud of the institution, they believed 

that the differential treatment affected their closeness and sense of belonging to the 

program and institution. 

To bolster the significance of this recommendation to allow international students 

to learn with their domestic colleagues, I present the narratives of Deng and Shaiming. As 

I already stated, they were the only two ISP students among the 14 ISP participants to 

have taken a course with domestic students to demonstrate the significance of the 

situation. In an interview, Deng said: 

Honestly, I have to say that I don’t like this division where international students 

are separated from domestic students. There may be some valid excuse for this 

division, but having experienced it for over a year, I can tell you that it is not a 

good thing at all. I am one of two international students in my ISP program who 

have had the opportunity to take a course with domestic students, and we both 

loved it a lot. In this course, I felt so different from the ones I take with only 

international students. You know, it was the same professor who had taught me an 

earlier course. I could feel the classroom environment was slightly different, and I 

don’t mean the instructor treated international and domestic students differently or 

anything like that. No, the instructor was lovely, and he treated all his students 
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with excellence and professionalism. It is just that it felt very different and 

exciting sitting and learning with domestic students. In that course, I felt like, 

okay, now I’m studying in Canada. It’s natural, you know, I can now see an actual 

diverse cultural situation because it felt like I was still in China or India in the 

other classes.  

On her part, Shaiming said she took advantage of a “COVID-19 incentive” to the ISP 

students of her program to take a course with domestic students, and she was grateful for 

the opportunity because it made a difference in her international experience: 

Due to the pandemic, I have had the opportunity to take a course with domestic 

students online, and as I was saying earlier, the feeling is quite different. It feels 

great because I am hearing the perspectives of domestic students on educational 

issues that matter to Canadians and the world as a whole. I am grateful to the 

program for giving ISP students such an opportunity. For me, this is a dream 

come true because I think the blended approach is excellent for all students 

because we will learn and support each other’s development and expand our 

network. Hence, I wish that the ISP program is phased out to enable domestic and 

international students to study together. 

From the first-person accounts of Deng and Shaiming, the argument against the two-tier 

system needs to be taken seriously to promote international master’s students’ sense of 

belonging and well-being. Because of the current segregation, ISP students are unable to 

build social and academic relationships with domestic students, a situation that I argue is 

unhealthy for students who are paying such high fees only to be denied the opportunity to 

share a classroom with their domestic counterparts.    
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It is also important to point out that contrary to Li et al.’s (2012) recommendation 

that students of the MEd international-only stream of their study could be allowed to 

audit more “domestic courses” (p. 158) to increase their interactions with domestic 

students, the ISP participants in my research were not asking to audit courses. Instead, as 

Shaiming and her colleagues suggested, they wanted the ISP program scrapped to end the 

two-tier system, which, according to participants, made them feel inferior to their 

Canadian counterparts. As scholars grapple with the benefits and challenges of the 

international student-only programs and courses, Zhou et al. (2017) ask the following 

critical questions:  

Should international students be grouped together given their similar background? 

Or, should they be placed with domestic students in class so that they had more 

opportunity to communicate with domestic students and to bridge the socio-

cultural barriers that many international students experience? (p. 231) 

The two questions are thought-provoking and require further evidence to make informed 

decisions to address the mixed messages in the current literature. However, it is also 

crucial to underscore that based on my study’s demographic data, international students 

have many different learning styles, preferences, values, and expectations—more than the 

similar background that Zhou et al. point out.  

Still, regarding the recommendation to blend domestic and international students, 

Li et al. (2012) did not call for an end to the ISP program; instead, the authors “encourage 

international students to have more interaction with Canadian students by auditing 

domestic courses” (p. 158). On their part, Zhou et al. (2017) argue that “graduate 

programs should arrange for international students to have some classes separate from 
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domestic students during the first semester to ease their transition and then combine them 

more often with domestic students starting in the second semester” (p. 231). However, 

until I analyzed my study’s data to see the genuine concerns students in the ISP programs 

had, I would have agreed with Li et al.’s and Zhou et al.’s suggestions that international 

students could simply audit courses or take a few classes with domestic students to meet 

their needs. The conclusion I draw from the data is that all the ISP participants did not 

want to be treated as second-class students and wanted the ISP program merged with the 

regular master’s programs. Now, it is up to policymakers to embrace this 

recommendation, study its merits, and develop a win-win policy for all stakeholders.   

Recommendation 2: Increase International Student Diversity 

From the findings of this study and the literature, I recommend that policymakers 

and institutional leaders make every effort to bring in nationals from other countries 

instead of mainly from India and China. Findings at the discovery phase revealed that 

studying with students from different countries and backgrounds worked well for 

participants because students benefited from the dynamism and richer perspectives during 

classes. In addition, all respondents had positive experiences with the diversity of their 

programs’ student and instructor populations and wished for increased international 

student diversity. Unsurprisingly, at the dream stage, this study’s participants imagined 

studying with a more diverse group instead of the current one dominated by students 

from India and China, who represent the greatest proportion of international students 

globally (Altbach & Knight, 2007; El-Assal, 2020; ICEF, 2019). The call for a truly 

diverse classroom encompassing nationals worldwide is not misplaced when juxtaposed 

with benefits such as enriched discussions, multiple perspectives, and intercultural 

relationships forged in diverse learning environments (Immigration, Refugees and 
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Citizenship Canada [IRCC], 2015; Klodt, 2019). For example, while evaluating Canada’s 

international student program, the IRCC (2015) observed that “diversity enhances the 

learning experience and social interaction of both Canadians and international students by 

fostering cultural exchanges and linkages, which can facilitate future trade relations and 

understanding between Canada and other countries” (Findings: Continued Need for the 

International Student Program section, para. 3). In other words, based on its research, the 

IRCC recognizes the importance of national diversity in Canadian higher institutions and 

the potential bilateral and multilateral relationships that could be fostered between and 

among nations whose citizens participate in Canada’s International Student Program.   

Like the recommendation to expand the national diversity of international 

graduate students in their cohorts, international student respondents in Chira’s (2017) 

research also proposed “a view of campus diversity that is multi-lateral” (pp. 143−144) to 

include nationals from around the world, and not only from India and China. The findings 

of my research confirm Chira’s, and if the IRCC’s (2015) vision of leveraging Canada’s 

international student program to foster international trade and friendship is to be realized, 

then institutional leaders and policymakers have an obligation to expand the nationalities 

in their programs. From the literature and this study’s findings, I argue that such 

international cooperation may be narrower because of the number of countries involved 

in Canada’s international student program. I recognize that the U of T’s (2018) 

international strategic plan boasts of having international students from over 165 

countries, which is impressive; however, like this study’s ISP participants observed, out 

of a cohort of about 40 students, there were only a Bangladeshi, Iranian, and Nigerian, 

with the rest being a split between Indian and Chinese nationals. The point is, I am 

curious about the number of students per country among the 165 countries reported by 
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the U of T. Did the institution have a single student from several countries but a 

disproportionate number from a few dominant countries?  

Participants in my study and other studies (e.g., Chira, 2017; Li et al., 2012; Zhou 

et al., 2017) ask institutional leaders and policymakers to consider creating the necessary 

incentives to attract nationals from other countries to diversify the international student 

community, and it is a call that should be listened to and acted on. As argued by the ISP 

participants in this study, although they were in exclusive international student programs, 

the diversity of their peers did not reflect a truly international and intercultural diversity, 

leading some of them to feel that they were in an Indian and/or a Chinese program or 

they were having their international education in one of the two countries. The 

fascinating observation from the data was that the Indian and Chinese participants 

advocated for cohorts with nationals from countries other than their own countries. Also, 

I want to point out that the experiences of the non-ISP students were different because 

they were in mainstream programs with both domestic and international students where 

there was greater diversity. From their respective programs, the non-ISP students had 

only a positive classroom and learning experience with domestic and other international 

students and cherished their shared space, time, and resources together. Given the above, 

policymakers and practitioners are encouraged to formulate policies to create conditions 

to increase the international student applicant pool and the acceptance rate of students 

from less contributing countries to achieve a truly international graduate student diversity 

in Canada’s higher education. 
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Recommendation 3: Regularize Socializing Events for Students  

and Community Members 

From the findings of this study and the literature, I recommend that institutional 

leaders and policymakers create opportunities for international graduate students to 

network, volunteer, play, and socialize with their domestic counterparts and local 

community members. Consistent with the literature (e.g., Amos & Lordly, 2014; Guo & 

Chase, 2011; Li et al., 2012; Stevenson & Bland, 2017), data from the discovery phase 

also revealed how participants enjoyed and appreciated institution-sanctioned and 

informal group functions. Participants observed that group events gave them the chance 

to meet new people, make friends, play, share stories, and dine together. For example, in 

an interview, Chaaya shared the following:  

I enjoyed a get-together organized for international students. We met at a park and 

had a barbecue. We also played table games, soccer, and other outdoor sports. As 

someone who enjoys outdoor activities and mingling with people, I found the get-

together very helpful and refreshing. In the end, I met new people and made new 

friends I still interact with. 

Chaaya’s experience at the institution-sanctioned socializing function is rich with many 

things international graduate students seek to make them feel welcomed. For example, 

international graduate students who attended the get-together had the chance to 

experience the community as a group, enjoy Canadian cuisine, and mingle with folks 

outside their academic cohorts. Chen and Zhou (2019), Klodt (2019), and Zhou et al. 

(2017) argue that socializing events promote international graduate students’ sense of 

belonging and recommend that institutions organize such functions to promote the well-
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being and schooling experiences of this student demographic. I add that based on the 

literature and the findings of this study, socializing events such as school-community 

picnics, sporting activities, and entertainment could be great for building a stronger 

relationship among all parties, creating a win-win situation for everyone.  

This study’s participants shared that they knew the importance of extracurricular 

activities and socializing events in their international studies. Therefore, as they hoped 

that the institution could create opportunities for them to mingle with domestic students 

and local community members, they found options to keep themselves spirited and alive 

in their international studies with various activities. For example, a participant in FG2 

said they “joined the institution’s soccer team and took part in intramurals before 

COVID-19 restrictions to reduce loneliness and improve my physical and mental 

conditions. I even took up ice-skating before COVID-19.” On his part, to get to know the 

people and culture of his new community, Jen-Kan volunteered and encouraged his peers 

during the focus group to do likewise. Ranajay and Vihas invited their colleagues for 

soccer, badminton, and cooking to keep them healthy and happy for their studies and life 

in general. Vihas said he went for “lunch and sometimes dinner together, and we played 

soccer and badminton.” Amogha enjoyed the hikes organized by her graduate student 

union. In both the private interviews and focus group discussions, participants observed 

that regular Netflix-watching and trivia nights by the same graduate union kept them 

“happy, entertained, and refreshed,” boosting their confidence and energy level in their 

smaller COVID-19 bubbles. Deng described herself as not religious, but she accepted 

invitations from religious clubs to  

get out there and socialize with Canadians and international students. I got 
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involved in some spiritual clubs where we did Bible studies. We read the Bible 

together, ate dinner, and chatted in English to help other international student 

colleagues practice their communication skills. 

Participants’ initiatives to connect to other international and domestic students were 

encouraging and inspiring for two reasons. First, they understood how they could easily 

be subsumed by the heavy workload of international master’s education, become lonely, 

and perhaps regret having undertaken international education. Second, by taking the 

initiative to promote their physical and mental well-being, they sent a powerful message 

to policymakers that their international student experience could be enriched if the 

institution held regular and wide-ranging socializing activities to bring students, faculty 

members, and community members together.  

Having pointed out the benefits of engaging in socializing activities, participants 

imagined studying in an institution that promoted extracurricular activities of all kinds to 

foster a sense of belonging (Ammigan, 2019; Chen & Zhou, 2019). They also dreamt of 

using their programs and institution’s organized social events to expand their social and 

professional networks (Clerehan et al., 2012; Guo & Chase, 2011) to help their current 

and future job search. Consistent with the literature, the ISP participants from China saw 

socializing activities with Canadians and other international students as opportunities that 

could help them improve their English language (Chen, 2017; Klodt, 2019; Li et al., 

2012; Li & Tierney, 2013; Zhou et al., 2017). As participants shared and discussed in the 

focus groups and individual interviews, they were all new to the institution and the 

community; however, they wanted to thrive in it, hence the call to the institution to lead 

the way for international graduate students to make friends with Canadians and other 
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nationals while enjoying their studies. For example, during FG1, a participant expressed 

his frustration in not having opportunities to make friends with domestic students: 

Unfortunately, my interaction with domestic students is very low. I really don’t 

like that because, frankly speaking, getting international education and exposure 

in the university, I thought I’d be more engaged with domestic students and 

people from other countries as well. But what I personally feel is that there are 

many students from my nationality in my program, which is not a problem, but 

then it feels like I am still studying and playing in my home country, meaning I 

can’t get beyond my social bubble because of the limitations of the ISP cohort. 

The program forces international students to get stuck with only international 

students; that is why it would be cool if the institution could organize regular 

sporting activities for all students and also community members to come together. 

The argument of the FG1 participant is consistent with the literature. For example, Zhou 

et al. (2017) reported that participants in their study wished the program and the faculty 

organized “more socialization opportunities” (p. 223). Also, some of the participants in 

Li and Tierney’s (2012) research “wondered whether there could be more social activities 

with local people” (Results section, para. 11). Based on the above, it is clear that there is 

a growing need among international graduate students to interact with their domestic 

counterparts and local community members, and it would be best if policymakers 

consider formulating policies to create such opportunities.  

By using strength-based theories and methodology (Anderson, 2004; Kozik, 

2018; Scott & Armstrong, 2019) to frame this study’s research questions, participants 

used their positive voices to appreciate the current socialization opportunities available 



196 

 

through the institution and other sources. However, they also dreamt about an 

international master’s program and institution that promoted regular socializing and 

networking opportunities for all students and community members to learn about each 

other’s cultures, make friends, and live as known and caring neighbours rather than as 

“perfect strangers.” It is critical for institutional leaders and policymakers to remind 

themselves of Zhang and Zhou’s (2010) observation that not all international students 

“have close friends to associate with in their spare time, homesickness and loneliness 

were the challenges they had to face, especially during the first few semesters” (p. 53). 

The literature and the positive accounts of this study’s participants should 

encourage and inform policymakers and institutional leaders to improve extracurricular 

activities for international master’s students to foster a high-quality international 

schooling experience. This recommendation is a direct call to policymakers and 

institutional leaders to provide the platforms for international graduate students to 

promote their physical and mental health and feel a sense of belonging as they study 

away from home.   

Recommendation 4: Bridge the Gap Between Theory and  

Practice (Hands-On Experience) 

From the findings of this study and the literature, I make a fourth recommendation 

that policymakers, institutional leaders, programs, faculties, and course instructors 

collaborate to integrate practical components into every course to enrich instructors’ 

pedagogical practices to meet the learning needs of international master’s students. I do 

not make this proposal to downplay the significance of theory in the education of 

international students; instead, the data revealed that praxis—that is, the opportunity to 
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develop both theoretical and practical knowledge and understand course concepts and 

contents simultaneously (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987; Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005), 

was preferred. As the data revealed, getting hands-on experience in their respective 

programs was a collective dream of participants. At the discovery stage of the study, 

participants reflected and shared that they felt engaged and happy in their international 

studies because some of the courses allowed them to conduct experiments and engage in 

case studies to explore real business problems and initiatives. Then, at the dream stage, 

participants argued that although they got some practical experience, they wished that all 

their courses, including the most abstract ones, gave them the chance to practice or 

implement some of the concepts in real-life situations. The literature (e.g., Calder et al., 

2016; Gao, 2019; Guo & Chase, 2011; Li & Tierney, 2013) captures the importance of 

experiential learning for international students and how these students crave a balance 

between theory and practice. Fortunately, Li and Tierney’s (2013) study participants, also 

international graduate students from China, did not withdraw from their programs; 

instead, they craved a master’s program that offered courses that placed equal emphasis 

on theory and practice. Unfortunately, Gao (2019) reported that some of her research 

participants disclosed that they could not cope with the lack of opportunities to practice 

the theories and abstract concepts they learned in their PhD courses, influencing their 

decision to withdraw from their respective programs.   

Similar to participants in Li and Tierney’s (2013) research, respondents in my 

study did not suggest withdrawing from their programs due to inadequate opportunities to 

practise what they learned in the classroom. Instead, they praised their programs for 

providing hands-on experience in some courses and argued for more opportunities to gain 
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such experience. For example, Vihas was passionate about getting more hands-on 

opportunities in his professional program to stimulate the other side of his brain. Like his 

colleagues, he felt the first-year courses were too theoretical and unmotivating, making it 

very difficult for most of his peers to effectively understand course concepts. In general, 

all participants from the ISP programs wanted greater and better opportunities to develop 

the practical side of their learning to effectively balance the theoretical knowledge they 

acquired. Finally, participants from non-ISP programs also wanted to engage in more 

hands-on activities with their colleagues and the community to promote their 

understanding of course concepts. Again, the AI and positive psychology theories 

ensured that participants dreamt of what was possible to give them a high-quality 

education. As already highlighted, a more hands-on experience in the curriculum would 

meet international graduate students’ academic and professional needs. As the 

international strategic plans of the three institutions (Brock University, 2018; U of A, 

2019; U of T, 2018) that I referenced in Chapter 2 aim to put students first, I believe that 

these institutions can achieve this goal by redesigning their courses to strike a balance 

between theory and practice to directly respond to students’ needs. Therefore, based on 

the literature and the findings of this study, policymakers, institutional leaders, and 

practitioners are encouraged to listen to students and meet their dreams of having more 

hands-on courses right from the start to prepare them for their future careers.   

Recommendation 5: Work With All Stakeholders to Make International Master’s 

Students’ Tuition Reasonable and Affordable 

From the findings of this study and the literature, I recommend that all 

stakeholders, including international graduate students, faculty members, and program 
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and institutional leaders, work together to reduce international master’s student fees to “a 

reasonable and affordable tuition.” As participants pointed out, there was no transparency 

and accountability in determining and making use of the high international student 

tuition. Hence, I suggest establishing a steering committee to ensure greater transparency, 

accountability, and compassion in determining tuition fees for international graduate 

students who are mainly from the Global South (El-Assal, 2020; Zhou et al., 2017). I 

argue that the steering committee should include international master’s student 

representatives from every program and country represented in that calendar year of the 

institution, domestic student representatives, and institutional leaders who oversee the 

determination of tuition fees. With a difference of over 200% in tuition fees between 

students who are all pursuing similar goals and credentials, I believe I am justified in 

recommending that all parties come together to work out fair and acceptable tuition for 

international graduate students. As a former international student, I wish I had the chance 

to be at the decision-making table, or at least if international student representatives from 

each participating country were invited to explore fair and equitable tuition for one of the 

most vulnerable demographics on campus. From the data, transparency and trust were 

essential for these international graduate students, and it will be responsible and 

democratic on the part of policymakers to actively involve these students in financial 

matters. My argument is not about a quick and easy fix; instead, as participants argued, 

their voices must be heard in decisions that directly affect not only their education but 

also their financial health. Therefore, it will be appropriate that a committee that reflects 

all the countries represented at each academic year is established to determine 

international graduate tuition.  
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The demographic data of this study revealed that participants were all from 

countries of the Global South where financial challenges are real (Altbach & Knight, 

2007; Ezeonu, 2000; Ezeonu & Koku, 2008; Klodt, 2019; Stevenson & Bland, 2017). 

Nevertheless, in search of quality education and future job security, students in the ISP 

programs appreciated how families spent their life savings and negotiated bank loans to 

sponsor their international studies. Given the financial challenges these students and their 

families encounter in their quest for quality education and its accompanying benefits, as 

the data revealed, I believe that any reduction in international graduate tuition would be a 

welcome relief for families, friends, and the students themselves. Policymakers and 

practitioners must be aware of the financial circumstances and backgrounds of the 

international students whom their decisions affect because not all international students 

come from wealthy homes and countries (Stevenson & Bland, 2017). Unfortunately, 

some of these students remain financially vulnerable (Klodt, 2019; Stevenson & Bland, 

2017), and as seen in my study, all three participants from Ghana disclosed that they 

could not have pursued their dream international studies if not for the funding from the 

institution.  

As noted earlier, most students in funded programs relied on scholarships and 

bursaries to meet some of their financial obligations. Still, regardless of all these 

incentives and subsidies enjoyed and gratefully appreciated by these students in non-ISP 

programs, they believed that the tuition took away all their funding support, putting them 

in dire financial situations all the time. As already stated, participants from the ISP 

programs were from China and India, and they were all full-fee paying students. Also, 

they were not guaranteed on-campus employment and scholarship and bursary 
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opportunities. It is important to point out that unlike the participants from Ghana who did 

not receive substantial financial support from their relatives, their counterparts from 

China and India expressed their profound appreciation to their relatives for paying their 

tuition and taking care of other financial needs. Considering the findings from the data, I 

believe institutional leaders should be aware of students’ dreams and the 

recommendations put forth in this study to reconceptualize how to work in concert with 

international graduate students to determine cost-effective tuition that works for all 

parties. The current high cost means that many international graduate students heavily 

depend on the coffers of their relatives and others ride their luck on partial funding 

opportunities in pursuit of quality education.    

As part of the recommendation to establish an inclusive committee to reduce 

international master’s student tuition, participants also promoted the idea that if the 

tuition gap between domestic and international students could not be reduced or 

eliminated, then the institution should provide the latter students with extra incentives. 

For example, they suggested that being picked up upon their first arrival at the airport and 

transported to their new homes by the institution (Ammigan, 2019; Ammigan & Jones, 

2018; Chen & Zhou, 2019; Zhang & Zhou, 2010) at no cost to the student could be a 

welcome relief for most of them. Participants also suggested that if the tuition could not 

be reduced, the institution could provide unlimited AET services across all programs and 

mentors who could guide them in their academic and professional pursuits. In addition, 

they also suggested that the institution could justify the high tuition by organizing regular 

excursions for international master’s students to see tourist and historical sites to enrich 

their international studies. Besides, similar to Klodt’s (2019) and Li et al.’s (2012) 
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argument that programs established to assist the learning of international students should 

be made effective, participants argued that if the higher fees could not be reduced, then 

the institution should invest, retool, and expand their current conversation clubs, partners, 

and networks to become more valuable and beneficial to the English learning and 

socializing needs of students.  

The argument above has highlighted critical points and provided concrete 

suggestions to reform the high international tuition fees. Although this research 

comprises only a sample of the thousands of international master’s students studying in 

Canada, their collective voice is significant in raising awareness about the high cost of 

international education (Ammigan, 2019; Chira, 2017; Klodt, 2019; Statistics Canada, 

2020). Also, the recommendation for an inclusive steering committee tasked to explore 

alternative ways to inform decisions and policies around international master’s students’ 

tuition is worth the full attention of policymakers. Finally, the collective message from 

the literature (Ammigan, 2019; Anderson, 2015; Chira, 2017; Klodt, 2019) and 

participants of this study is that the current gap between domestic and international 

student tuition is unfair and needs to be reduced or eradicated.   

Recommendation 6: Create Adequate On- and Off-Campus  

Employment Opportunities 

From the findings of this study and the literature, I recommend that policymakers 

and institutional leaders consider creating adequate on-campus employment in teaching, 

research, and graduate assistant positions for all international graduate students interested 

in working concurrently with their studies. However, as the data revealed, I understand 

that only a specific number of on-campus job positions could be created at any given 
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time; therefore, I propose a second option, which is not mutually exclusive to the first 

recommendation. The second recommendation is that institutional leaders could perhaps 

use their privileged positions to leverage “friendly” institutions and organizations that 

could potentially hire international graduate students for off-campus part-time 

employment positions. The findings at the discovery stage indicated that participants 

were very grateful to the institution and the Canadian government for allowing 

international students to work while studying to earn their degrees. Apart from Jen-Kan, 

who preferred to volunteer, the rest of the individual and focus group participants had 

either on- or off-campus employment opportunities. They shared that having a job while 

studying worked very well for their international education because they raised money to 

cover their rent and basic needs. Amogha, Eve, and Shaiming also shared how their work 

gave them windows of opportunities to take their minds off academic work temporarily, 

enjoy Canadian work culture, and return to their studies refreshed and excited about the 

opportunity to de-stress.  

The focus group data at the dream phase confirmed the individual dreams. 

Participants, including Jen-Kan, wished that international students interested in working 

while studying could be assisted by their programs and institution to secure either on- or 

off-campus employment because of the financial relief and other crucial benefits. In part, 

I make this recommendation because participants argued they were newcomers, which 

meant that everything, including the Canadian employment culture, job descriptions, and 

application processes, was new to them. Hence, I believe that with policy changes and the 

direct involvement of institutional leaders, international graduate students can overcome 
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challenges (e.g., lack of understanding of job requirements and relatedness of positions to 

their areas of study) they encounter in finding jobs.   

In interviews with Ranajay and Amogha, they were particularly excited about the 

opportunity to work because it ensured that apart from their tuition, they depended less 

on their relatives for support, enhancing their agency in determining how they wanted to 

spend their earned incomes. They also felt that earning an income brought some 

responsibilities and independence, which they cherished. The excitement of these two 

participants and other participants is congruent with Stevenson and Bland’s (2017) study 

findings that report international students who can support part of their cost of living feel 

happy about the feeling of independence and satisfaction for depending less on their 

families. As part of the Canadian government’s effort to attract and retain brilliant 

students from elsewhere, Chen (2017), the Government of Canada (2019), the CBIE 

(2018), and the IRCC (2015) note that the Canadian government has put in place 

opportunities for international students to work during their studies. To that effect, the 

IRCC (2015) highlights the significance of getting employment opportunities for 

Canada’s international students by arguing that such opportunities could influence 

prospective international students’ decision to select Canada over other countries as 

Canada looks to boost its labour force with talents from across the globe.  

Despite these excellent incentives to attract and retain global talents, the 

inability of some international graduate students to secure employment opportunities 

sends wrong signals to current and prospective students. The literature (e.g., Ammigan, 

2019; Bodycott & Lai, 2012; Calder et al., 2016) and the narratives of this study’s 

participants who had had challenges securing employment opportunities indicate that it 
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is not easy for international students interested in working to find jobs. Therefore, the 

Canadian government has given international students an excellent opportunity to study 

and work; however, the government itself and institutions have equal responsibility to 

ensure adequate part-time jobs for these students to promote their finances and well-

being.    

As already discussed, participants believed that the institution and policymakers 

could help international students find on- and off-campus employment by doing the 

following: First, retool the career zones and job gyms by hiring extra staff to search for 

employment opportunities for international and domestic students. Second, the institution 

should create more teaching, research, and graduate assistant positions (Calder et al., 

2016) and other employment opportunities (Zhou et al., 2017) across the university to 

meet international master’s students’ employment needs. Third, participants suggested 

that regular career development workshops (Gao, 2019; Guo & Chase, 2011; ICEF, 

2019) should be organized to help international master’s students develop “soft skills” 

such as resumé and cover letter writing and mock interviews to familiarize themselves 

with the expectations of Canadian employers and recruiters. Better still, participants 

argued that if the institution cannot organize regular career workshops, then they could 

offer a non-credit course (Guo & Chase, 2011) for international graduate students to learn 

these “soft skills” in a classroom setting. Finally, participants also suggested that helping 

international master’s students to find paid internships (Zhou et al., 2017) and building 

co-op terms into all programs could help students to earn some income, obtain Canadian 

work experience, learn Canadian culture from Canadians, and most importantly stay 

happy in their studies.  
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The recommendations and ideas suggested by participants are not new; they have 

all been proposed in the literature to assist in improving the quality of international 

education (Ammigan, 2019; Ammigan & Jones, 2018; Bodycott & Lai, 2012; Calder et 

al., 2016; Chen, 2017; Zhou et al., 2017). Unfortunately, there is still more to do to 

support the employment needs of international graduate students. As Knight (2012) 

argues, international students will continue to travel around the globe searching for 

prestigious credentials and opportunities. Therefore, it would only be healthy for host 

institutions and countries to prioritize meeting these students’ interests, well-being, and 

needs. 

Chapter Summary 

According to Cockell and McArthur-Blair (2012), AI researchers must lead 

individuals, groups, and institutions to consider their narratives at the discovery and 

dream phases as the reference points to “co-construct their ideal futures by coming up 

with strategies to get there” (p. 23). Therefore, the six recommendations discussed in this 

chapter are intended to inform policies and practices of international master’s education 

to improve the quality of the students’ schooling experiences. Participant narratives and 

the literature inform these recommendations, and I believe that their consideration by 

policymakers and practitioners could tremendously and positively impact the 

international graduate experience. All together, policymakers and institutional leaders 

have been encouraged to phase out the two-tier system in which ISP students do not 

study with their domestic counterparts to promote their well-being and sense of belonging 

in the institution. In addition, policymakers and institutional leaders have been 

encouraged to offer incentives to attract and recruit other nationals to enable international 
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students to experience a truly diverse classroom with many nationalities instead of 

primarily Indian and Chinese nationals. The belief is that the benefits of studying with 

their domestic counterparts and truly diverse cohorts will enrich class discussions, 

promote inter-cultural exchanges, and foster the English language competencies of 

international students. Besides, policymakers and institutional leaders also have been 

encouraged to regularize socializing events among international and domestic students 

and local community members. This is because participants value positive interpersonal 

relationships, and they believe that such connections can boost their personal well-being 

and make international students feel a part of the institution and community.  

Recommendation 4 emphasizes the need to create a fair balance between courses’ 

theoretical and practical components to give international master’s students hands-on 

experience in the concepts they learn in texts, seminars, and classes. Recommendation 5 

put forward that all stakeholders become involved to determine a reasonable and 

affordable international master’s tuition to relieve the financial constraints that such 

exorbitant fees place on families and students. Finally, to improve the financial 

conditions and provide Canadian work experience for international master’s students, 

policymakers and institutional leaders have been encouraged to create and find adequate 

on-and off-campus employment opportunities for students interested in working while 

studying to improve the financial health of international graduate students. This 

recommendation is crucial because as newcomers to the country, international graduate 

students do not know the area and are also unfamiliar with the employment culture of 

their host country; hence, an active and leading role by the institution in international 

students’ job search would suffice. 
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Conclusion of the Study 

In this research, I outlined the steps (i.e., the AI’s 4-D cycle) I undertook to 

achieve the study’s purpose: to consider the positive voices—both evident and nuanced—

of international master’s students, as expressed through their thoughts, impressions, and 

viewpoints, to inform policies and programs of universities in Ontario. The research was 

nested in an AI qualitative methodological framework (Collington & Fook, 2016; Scott & 

Armstrong, 2019) with the first three D’s (i.e., discovery, dream, and design) of the 4-D 

cycle (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005) guiding it through the data collection phase. This 

research was also guided by the theoretical and conceptual framework of AI (Bushe, 

2011; Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987) and positive psychology (Seligman & 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Sheldon & King, 2001) theories, providing a valuable lens and 

language to structure and execute the entire study. In addition, the study encompassed 

two primary questions and five secondary questions focusing on what worked well in 

relation to the dreams and expectations of the study’s participants—all international 

master’s students in seven different programs at the same institution. In all, five key 

themes about what participants were grateful for, their dreams, and expectations from 

their program and institutional leaders emerged from the data.  

This study’s findings at the design phase highlighted what was working well for 

participants before and during the COVID-19 pandemic and what they were grateful for 

in their master’s programs and the institution. The data revealed that participants’ 

personal well-being and sense of belonging were crucial to students’ positive experiences 

in their respective programs and the institution. These were seen in the unconditional 

bond between family members and students, the friendship of their diverse colleagues 

and fellow nationals, the professionalism of the institution’s staff, the diversity of the 
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teaching population, and the extracurricular and networking events students participated 

in. It was clear that despite their inability to have many domestic student friends, 

respondents found strength and energy from their relatives and among themselves, 

supporting each other to succeed in their educational and professional pursuits (Ammigan 

& Jones, 2018; Amos & Lordly, 2014; Zhou et al., 2017). The professionalism of the 

institution’s staff also boosted the study participants’ well-being and sense of belonging 

in their studies. For example, the staff ensured that students found the academic and visa-

related information they needed to thrive in their international studies. Encouragingly, 

participants suggested that the diversity of both the student and instructor populations 

worked well for their studies (Alqudayri & Gounko, 2018; Guo & Chase, 2011; Zhou & 

Zhang, 2014) and wished for an increased student and instructor diversity. For the most 

part, they could connect personally due to the similar backgrounds they shared with some 

of the racialized course instructors.  

Also, participants in this study dreamt of and made recommendations aimed at 

improving their personal well-being and sense of belonging in the programs and 

institution. There was a strong desire to see the end of the two-tier system in which 

international students in the ISP programs did not study with their domestic counterparts 

and other international students. As seen from participants’ stories, the two-tier system 

created an artificial division between students based on status, denying domestic and 

international students the chance to share and benefit from academic and social 

knowledge together. For participants, the artificial division was a missed opportunity to 

enrich domestic and international students’ learning, which led to the recommendation 

that such a policy be phased out. In addition to the ISP participants getting the chance to 
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study with their domestic colleagues, there was also a desire for a policy that prioritized 

increasing the diversity of the student populations to reflect the diversity of the global 

population. The data revealed that the backgrounds of students in the ISP cohorts 

primarily reflected students from China and India, limiting students’ ability to study with 

other nationals. Further, the data revealed the need for policy to create and regularize 

socializing events to bring international and domestic students and community members 

together. As Chen and Zhou (2019) and Klodt (2019) argue, socializing events involving 

international students can assure these students that they are welcomed, accepted, and a 

part of the institution and the community.  

Participants also did not take for granted instructors’ pedagogical practices 

grounded in the ethical standards of teachers in Ontario—care, respect, trust, and 

integrity—that fostered students’ learning in their respective programs. These were seen 

in how instructors encouraged and supported students through their classroom 

management styles. Teachers demonstrated care, interest, and support for students, which 

participants appreciated. Also, congruent with the literature, participants enjoyed how the 

instructors engaged and challenged them in class activities. Such quality standards 

sustained participants’ interest and met their academic needs. Although participants 

wanted more hands-on opportunities, they still were grateful for the opportunities 

provided by their instructors. The constructive feedback from course instructors, 

supervisors, and AETs was seen as a gift intended to help students grow in their academic 

and professional endeavours. Besides, all participants dreamt of an international student 

experience in which all the courses were engaging, challenging, stimulating, and 

balanced theory and practice to a greater extent to give students adequate hands-on 
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experience before completing their programs (Gao, 2019; Li & Tierney, 2013). For 

example, while one ISP program’s participants wanted more and improved field studies, 

another program’s ISP participants wished for more case studies, industry visits, and 

experiential learning experience “to stimulate the other side of the brain” (Vihas, 

individual interview).  

This research is also uniquely placed in the international student scholarship 

among Canadian scholars because participants used the appreciative platform to assume 

leadership roles in their programs and institutions. As hypothetical leaders, participants 

used their positive voices to theorize and make recommendations (Bushe, 2011; 

Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987; Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005) that institutions could 

adopt to reduce the financial constraints on their families and themselves that in turn 

would enhance international graduate students’ positive schooling experience. In doing 

so, at both the dream and design phases of the cycle, they directly asked their leaders and 

policymakers to prioritize cutting their current tuition fees that is 3 to 4 times greater than 

domestic tuition. For that to happen, a call has been made for an inclusive committee 

comprising international student representatives from all participating countries in a 

calendar year and the designated body tasked with determining student fees to work out 

equitable tuition for international graduate students. This recommendation is crucial 

because the direct involvement of affected students at the decision-making table could 

help lower the tuition fees than they currently pay, improving the financial situation of 

their relatives and themselves. I also believe that reducing the current international 

graduate student tuition fee would give these students sound minds to concentrate on and 

enjoy their studies. Also, although not all participants had on-campus employment, they 
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were excited about the opportunity to study and work part-time to raise income to support 

their education. In addition, those who worked in various department stores and fast-food 

chains praised the institution and government for allowing them to work. To further ease 

the financial pressure on students, a recommendation has been made encouraging 

policymakers and institutional leaders to create adequate on-campus jobs, including 

teaching and research assistant positions to give students employment opportunities and 

financial relief. There was also an urgent call for institutional leaders to assist 

international graduate students in finding off-campus employment positions related to 

their field of studies to benefit their academic and professional development.  

Participants also highlighted the need for international master’s students to 

receive ongoing career development workshops to assist them in acquiring job-search 

skills with a recommendation made to that effect. The collective and individual dream 

was that as soon-to-be new entrants to the Canadian labour force and economy, 

participants wished that international master’s programs equipped students with 

competencies to become “good” at writing resumés and cover letters and improve their 

job search and interview skills. For participants, developing such “soft skills” would help 

them compete favourably with their domestic counterparts.  

Participants also expressed the need to revamp the co-op office by revitalizing it 

with an increased staff strength to help international students receive adequate support 

from personnel. Regardless of the current state of the co-op program, participants from 

the professional ISP program were happy about the opportunity to use it as a gateway to 

Canadian organizations. In addition to revamping the co-op office, the non-professional 

ISP participants wished they also had the co-op program due to its benefits. Like their 

professional colleagues, they also believed that a full co-op term could give them the 
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practical knowledge they crave, expand their professional network, and provide financial 

benefits.   

As part of the factors that participants believed could improve their international 

studies, policies that considered student input in decision-making were seen as crucial. In 

that regard, participants asked that institutional leaders and policymakers consult and 

involve students to decide and plan on matters that affect the quality of the international 

student experience. As seen in the literature (e.g., Ammigan & Jones, 2018; Klodt, 2019), 

international students want their voices heard and included in their own education. They 

also want to see and know their leaders; hence, the call for policymakers to consider 

creating opportunities for international graduate students and their leaders to know, 

understand, and appreciate each other’s knowledge while working collaboratively to 

provide the best support to students. Still on the topic of policies to enrich the 

international student experience, participants dreamt of getting the chance to engage in 

research opportunities with doctoral students and faculty members. The data revealed a 

strong need for opportunities for students in research programs to hone their researching 

skills by working closely in research assistant or volunteer positions with their senior 

colleagues.  

The international strategic plans of the U of T, U of A, and Brock University 

referenced in this study indicate that universities seek to improve the quality of 

international students’ experience and overall satisfaction (Brock University, 2018; U of 

A, 2019; U of T, 2018), a vision documented in the literature (Ammigan, 2019; Ammigan 

& Jones, 2018). As the findings of this study portray, institutions’ goal of improving the 

quality of the international master’s student experience is also shared by international 

graduate students. Participants in this study were committed to their studies. They were 
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also committed to reaching out and making friends with domestic and fellow 

international students and participating in professional development activities. 

Undoubtedly, institutions and international students have a common goal, and it would be 

best for the two parties to work together to achieve a desired result in which institutional 

policies, programs, and practices foster international students’ success and happiness 

(David, 2015; Klodt, 2019; Moore, 2020) in their studies than they currently do. Working 

together is vital because a thriving international master’s student community could mean 

that international education policies are working well, creating happier and healthier 

international graduate students and the institutions that host them.   

After a detailed analysis of the findings of the AI’s 14 semi-structured individual 

interviews and the AI’s three focus group discussions, this research has used participants’ 

voices to make a case for using strength-based approaches to explore what works well for 

international master’s students. The current study also emphasized the importance of 

allowing participants to dream and think freely about ways to improve international 

graduate schooling experience. In addition to discovering the best of what is and 

dreaming about future possibilities (Cooperrider & Whitney, 2005; Cooperrider et al., 

2008; Hammond, 2013; Reed, 2007), this study has added to the call for improved 

services for international students (Ammigan & Jones, 2018; Calder et al., 2016; Chen & 

Zhou, 2019; Gao, 2019; Klodt, 2019; Li & Tierney, 2013). Also, information-rich data 

(Creswell, 2013) and new ideas have been generated (Bushe, 2007, 2011; Cockell & 

McArthur-Blair, 2012) to inform international graduate education policies, programs, and 

practices. I conclude with a reminder from Donalek (2005) that participants’ stories in 

qualitative research are invaluable gifts that should be respected and used for the purpose 

for which they were collected. I committed to participants that I will share an executive 
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summary of the research with them and with institutional leaders across Ontario to fulfill 

the destiny phase of the study and the purpose of this research. Given Donalek’s 

thoughtful reminder and my promise to participants, I will send an executive summary to 

participants and leaders of universities in Ontario for their attention.   

Bushe (2001) introduced the concept of fanning and explained it as “any action 

that amplifies, encourages, and helps you to get more of whatever you are looking for” 

(p. 123). From the concept of fanning, as the primary researcher in this study, my role has 

been to fan the best of what gives life to international graduate students, their dream 

experience, and expectations to inform policies, programs, and practices to provide 

international students a schooling experience they desire. From the findings of this study, 

I argue that when used continuously, the AI approach can guide institutions toward the 

delivery of programs that are informed by student experiences. This is because, in this 

study, AI has proven to be a promising approach to finding out what works well and new 

ideas from the students whose lives are directly impacted by policies, programs, and 

practices to provide feedback to school leaders and administrators confidently without 

fear of censure. Yet, with all the positive discoveries, dreams, and expectations of 

international student participants captured in this study, a question remains: Why is the 

literature on international student experiences primarily focused only on the challenges 

and difficulties of this student demographic? 
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Appendix A  

Interview Protocol: Semi-Structured Interview Questions on the Positive 

Experiences, Dreams, and Expectations of International Master’s Students 

Good Morning/Afternoon/Evening …, 

I am so happy to have you for this interview, and I hope you are doing very well. 

Thank you so much for deciding to participate in my research and for giving your verbal 

consent in our email correspondence. I invited you to participate in this research because 

I believe many positive experiences make international students feel alive and happy in 

their studies as they stay in a foreign country. The purpose of this research is to consider 

the positive voices—both evident and nuanced—of international master’s students, as 

expressed through their thoughts, impressions, and viewpoints, to inform policies and 

programs of universities in Ontario. In this research, I am interested in finding out what 

has been working well for you in your international studies and the positive dreams and 

expectations you may have in fostering an exceptional international educational experience.  

I appreciate your time and effort so much. Before we start, let us take a moment to 

review the informed consent form. … After reviewing the informed consent form 

together, do you still wish to continue with the interview?  

Proceed with a “yes” response and ask the following question: Now that you have 

confirmed your desire to proceed with the interview, could you please share with me why 

you volunteered for this interview?  

However, cancel the interview with a “no” response and say thank you. Do not persuade 

prospective participants who give a “no” response.  

Say thank you in both scenarios.  
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Demographic Information 

First, I will collect a few demographic information before we start with the question. 

1. What is the name of your master’s program? … 

2. How many Months/Years have you been in the program? … 

3. Which Age category do you belong to? 20-29, 30-39, 40-40 

4. What is your Nationality? … 

5. To which Gender identity do you most identify? … 

6. How would you describe your Sexuality? … 

7. How would you describe your Marital status? … 

Note: Use these and other prompts that come up organically to guide the interview: Tell 

me more about …; … what did that mean for your studies? … give me another example 

of …; I am curious about how …; …how does that motivate you? … as a leader, yes, what 

will you do differently to …; What did you like about …; what/when/why/how …; etc.  

Discovery Questions 

Here, explain the discovery phase of the AI’s 4-D Cycle and ask the following 

questions: 

1. What are you grateful for in your master’s program, and why is it important to you?  

2. As we are still experiencing the COVID-19 pandemic, what is working well in the 

master’s program for you? 

Dream Questions 

Here, explain the dream phase of the AI’s 4-D Cycle and ask the following 

questions: 

3. What would be your dream international master’s student experience in your 



240 

 

program? 

4. How would you describe an exceptional or high-quality learning experience in a 

master’s program? 

Design Questions  

Here, explain the design phase of the AI’s 4-D Cycle and ask the following question: 

5. If you were the leader of your master’s program or the institution, what three 

things would you do to give international graduate students exceptional or high-

quality schooling experience? 

At the end of the interview: 

This is the end of the interview, but do you have anything to add or a question for me 

before we leave?  

I will be sending you the interview transcripts to enable you to check whether the notes 

accurately reflect your ideas and feelings. When you receive the transcripts, you can 

revise your responses to suit your thoughts. You can also send the document back to me 

“as is” if you are satisfied with the content.  

Thank you sincerely for your participation. 
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 Appendix B  

Focus Group Protocol: Open-Ended Focus Group Questions on the Positive 

Experiences and Expectations of International Master’s Students 

Good morning/afternoon/evening to you all, 

I hope you are all doing very well and thank you so much for deciding to be part 

of this focus group discussion. Also, thank you for giving your verbal consent in our 

email correspondences. I invited you to participate in this research because I believe 

many positive experiences make international students feel alive and happy in their 

studies as they stay in a foreign country. The purpose of this research is to consider the 

positive voices—both evident and nuanced—of international master’s students, as 

expressed through their thoughts, impressions, and viewpoints, to inform policies and 

programs of universities in Ontario. In this research, I am interested in finding out what 

has been working well for you in your international studies and the positive dreams and 

expectations you may have in fostering an exceptional international educational 

experience.  

Please, be advised that I will take every precaution to maintain the confidentiality 

of the data; but, the nature of the focus group prevents me from guaranteeing 

confidentiality. Given that, I am reminding everyone to respect the privacy of fellow 

participants and not share what is discussed here outside of this gathering.  

I appreciate your time and effort so much. Before we start, let us take a moment to 

review the informed consent form together. … After reviewing the informed consent 

form, do you still wish to participate in the focus group discussion? Ask each participant 

for their verbal consent again before proceeding. Proceed with a “yes” response when all 
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five or six participants consent again. Carry on with four participants but reschedule the 

session when the minimum number is less than four. Do not persuade prospective 

participants who give a “no” response.   

Once the required number is secured, ask the following question: Now that you 

have confirmed your desire to proceed with the interview, could you please share with 

me why you volunteered for this focus group discussion?  

Note: Use these and other prompts that come up organically to guide the interview: Tell 

me more about …; … what did that mean for your studies? … give me another example 

of …; I am curious about how …; …how does that motivate you? … as a leader, yes, 

what will you do differently to …; What did you like about …; What do other people 

think about what … said? … Could you please help us understand what you mean when 

you say …. what/when/why/how …; etc.  

Discovery Questions 

Here, explain the discovery phase of the AI’s 4-D Cycle and ask the following 

questions: 

1. What are you grateful for in your master’s program, and why is it important to 

you?  

2. As we are still experiencing the COVID-19 pandemic, what is working well in the 

master’s program for you? 

Dream Questions 

Here, explain the dream phase of the AI’s 4-D cycle and ask the following questions: 

3. What would be your dream international master’s student experience in your 

program? 
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4. How would you describe an exceptional or high-quality learning experience in a 

master’s program? 

Design Questions  

Here, explain the design phase of the AI’s 4-D cycle and ask the following question: 

5. If you were the leader of your master’s program or the institution, what three 

things would you do to give international graduate students exceptional or high-

quality schooling experience? 

At the end of the interview: 

This is the end of the focus group discussion, but before I present the highlights of 

our discussion, do you have anything to add or a question for me?  

Great, I want to spend the remaining 5 to 10 minutes sharing what I think I heard 

from the conversation. This will enable you to check whether the notes and my 

understanding accurately reflect your ideas and feelings.    

Thank you sincerely for your participation. 
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Appendix C 

A Sample Email of Verbal Consent  
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