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Role of Social Interaction in the Barriers Facing First-Year International 

Students in the United States 

 
Abstract 

The United States (U.S.) is the top host nation for international students; however, the threshold 

of international students’ mobility to the U.S. is currently on the decline. Research demonstrates 

that international students, mainly first-year students, encounter several barriers in adapting to 

the new academic environment in host nations. Social interaction is a critical means through 

which international students can easily adapt. Therefore, in this qualitative study, we explore 

how international students perceive their social interaction and the barriers they face in their first 

year of study in the U.S. We framed the study using the lens of Vygotsky’s sociocultural 

theoretical framework and applied the case study approach. We conducted semi-structured 

interviews with 10 international students from the general engineering department in a single 

university in the South of the U.S. Our results account for the patterns that emerged from the 

data including socio-cultural adaptability, making friends, working in teams, and orientation 

structuration.  

Keywords: International Students, First-Year, Social Interaction, Sociocultural  

                   Theory 

 

Introduction 

 

Academic migration is on the rise and involves students migrating to foreign countries in search 

of education. According to Contreras-Aquirre and Gonzalez [1], students are becoming more 

willing to move, travel, and pursue a degree in a foreign country. The Institute for International 

Education [2] infographics portray that the United States (U.S.), Canada, United Kingdom, 

China, Australia, France, Germany, Mexico, Netherlands, Spain, Russia, Finland, India, Japan, 

Sweden, and New Zealand are the main host nations for international students. Of these nations, 

the U.S. has experienced a decline in the number of international students, yet it remains by far 

the top host nation. The international student population plays an important role in the U.S. 

because of the unique assets they bring into the classrooms by providing a variety of insights 

based on their earlier academic and life experiences in their home countries [1], [3], [4]. 

Additionally, international students are major contributors to the U.S. economy. According to 

NAFSA Economy Tool [5], international students contributed $39 billion to the U.S. economy in 

2017 and helped the U.S. lead in technology and innovation.  

 

As evident in the literature, the U.S. is a country that hosts and benefits a lot of international 

students. Several studies have been done on this population [1], [3], [4], [5], [7]. However, 

providing educational services to foreigners imposes new requirements on institutions to support 

international students in their educational and professional adaptation [6]. As international 

students studying within a different context, there are several barriers that institutions need to 

consider that are specific for this population of students, including fostering engagement in a 

new social and academic environment [4]. Furthermore, as previously mentioned, the U.S. has 

experienced a decline in the global share of international students from 28% in 2001 to 24% in 

2017 [2]. This decline portrays the lack of growth in the percentage share of international 



 

 

students for the U.S., and has been attributed to a number of factors including the political 

environment in the U.S. and strong competition from other host countries [7]. Hence, in order to 

maintain leadership as the most desired location for international students, U.S. institutions need 

to deeply understand the challenges that may be impacting international students and how to 

better support them. The overarching goal is to advocate for a more positive experience for 

current international students in order to increase attraction to higher education institutions in the 

U.S. and to increase the quality of their experience. It is from this backdrop that this study was 

conducted.  

 

The purpose of this study was to understand how international students perceive the barriers they 

face in their first year of study in the U.S. More specifically, this research sought to answer the 

research question: What are the perceptions of first-year international students regarding their 

social interaction and the barriers that they face in the U.S.? To answer the research question, we 

took a qualitative approach. A case study was used and data were collected through semi-

structured interviews with first-year international students at a major research university. The 

research is framed using the lens of Vygotsky’s [8] sociocultural theoretical framework.      

 

Literature Review  

 

International students add value to campuses in terms of academic, cultural, and social 

dimensions; thus, the significance of embracing this student population [9]. According to the 

authors, the U.S. has experienced an increase in the international student population which 

requires new considerations to meet their educational needs. However, according to Zong and 

Batalova [7], the U.S. experienced a four percent decline in 2017 while the worldwide 

international student population doubled. As the U.S. percentage share of international students 

declines, other host nations experience rising numbers in their threshold of international students 

[2]. Considering the contributions of international students to the U.S, the declining trend is a 

missed opportunity, as it impacts the U.S. in a number of ways (i.e. economy, educational 

culture, technological innovation).   

 

International students become exposed to potential difficulties while studying abroad in a 

different cultural, social, and linguistic environment [10]. Biserova and Shagivaleeva [6] explain 

that student adaptation is one of the most critical components of educational inclusion, 

and should be given consideration when dealing with international students. Akanwa [11] 

described the challenges face by international students in western developed countries as 

“differences in culture, language barriers, adjustment problems, medical concerns, pedagogical 

challenges, housing issues, lack of support services, and financial difficulty” (p. 271). In addition 

to these, Sovic [10] also suggested that academic shock, which focuses on how well students 

transition to a different academic environment (i.e. teaching and learning, and interaction with 

peers), is another important challenge face by international students. International students find 

initiating interaction with their peers challenging and this is especially prevalent when there is a 

lack of common cultural knowledge or experience [12]. Language has also been found to bar 

international students from successfully interacting with their peers from host nations even 

beyond the first-year [13]. 

 

Bierwiaczonek and Waldzus [14] indicated that awareness of the challenges facing international 



 

 

students is critical to enable educators at higher education institutions to determine measures that 

help students overcome challenges and improve standards for successful engagement into 

educational and professional activities. Similarly, Freeman and Li [15] found that first-year 

international students’ “transition was hindered due to insufficient opportunities for meaningful 

classroom interactions and lack of academic instruction and feedback” (p. 19); and suggested 

that educators should consider inclusive pedagogies that accommodate the needs of students 

from diverse backgrounds. Additionally, several factors such as rising cost of higher education in 

the U.S., immigration rigidity with visas, unwelcoming policies, and political climate for 

immigrants and international students need to be added to the equation that contributes to the 

major challenges that international students face [7]. On the other hand, “the need for 

international students to take advantage of all the opportunities provided by their host institutions 

in order to improve themselves academically, socially, and otherwise” is emphasized by Akanwa 

([11], (p. 282). While the U.S. still remains the top host nation for international students with 

about 1.1 million of the global 4.6 million in 2017 [2], it is experiencing the slowest pace in the 

threshold of international students’ mobility since the 2009-2010 academic year [7], [9]. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

 

This study is grounded in Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory [8]. Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory is 

relevant to help us answer our research question because it espouses that: social interaction (with 

consideration to the role of social factors such as interaction with peers, language, and culture) is 

fundamental in the development of cognition [8]. We considered this theory relevant to our 

research because of the focus of this study on understanding the barriers of first-year 

international students who are transitioning to a new environment for academic reasons, where 

their social interaction may involve dealing with a new culture, a different language, and people 

that are different from them.   

 

The major themes of Vygotsky’s theoretical framework are centered on the idea that learning 

occurs through social interaction within the society and culture, and the Zone of Proximal 

Development (ZPD) impacts the potential for cognitive development.  The theory suggests that 

learning occurs at two levels; 1) interaction with others helps to structure individual cognition 

and development, and 2) the ZPD process which represents the need for guidance from external 

sources (i.e. teacher or more experienced peer) to help a cognitively prepared individual to fully 

develop. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        

                                                     

 

 

Figure 1. Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development [8]. 



 

 

 

According to Polly, Allman, Casto, and Norwood [16], the social-cultural theory provides three 

main interrelated but non-hierarchical themes including human development and learning 

originate in social, historical, and cultural interactions; use of psychological tools, particularly 

language, mediate development of higher mental functions; and learning occurs within the Zone 

of Proximal Development. Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory accounts for the distance between 

learners’ independent problem-solving abilities and when they are engaged with peers or under 

the guidance of an adult [17]. This theoretical assertion is important for this study due to its focus 

on the role that social interaction plays in the experience of international students.  

 

The sociocultural setting along with an individual’s ability to meaningfully engage in activities 

within that setting depicts development and learning [8]. Extensive research has also been done 

on Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory, expanding on its significance to learning and development. 

Obina [14] emphasized that social-cultural theory provides insight into how cultural beliefs and 

attitudes can improve instruction and learning, stressing that learning and development occur 

when the opportunity exists for one to socially interact with members of their culture. According 

to McLeod [17], individual development (human intelligence) is made up of the society and 

culture in which they live, with the community being an essential component towards making-

meaning. Therefore, using Vygotsky’s sociocultural theoretical framework contributes largely to 

exploring the role of social interaction in the barriers that first-year international students face 

when interacting and trying to gain education in a new and different environment. 

 

Methods 

 

To answer the research question, a qualitative research approach was adopted for the study, 

grounded in the case study methodological framework. The case study approach was used to 

explore the role of social interaction in the barriers facing first-year international students in the 

U.S. Case study research is based on the examination of a phenomenon by using data directly 

from the participants that experience it [18], based on the examination of the context and 

complexity of the real-world setting of the phenomenon in order to have an integral 

understanding of it [18], [19]. Hence, case study was used due to its specificity to context and 

given its usefulness to better understand and explain the experiences of specific cases or groups 

such as first-year international students in the U.S. Hence, the unit of analysis for the study are 

10 first-year international students (participants) from a single university in Southern U.S.  

 

Participants’ details by gender and country of origin are provided in Table 1. Participants were 

first-year engineering students enrolled in a general engineering program and were recruited via 

email, following Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval. Each participant was given a $15 

(USD) gift card after the interview. Interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and 

all data collected were kept confidential and used for research purposes only.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 
Table 1. Participants’ Details by Country of Origin and Gender 

Country (ies) of 

Origin 
Male Female 

No. of 

Participants 

China 3 0 3 

India 1 1 2 

Brazil 1 0 1 

Vietnam 1 0 1 

Argentina/Chile 1 0 1 

Kazakhstan  0 1 1 

India/Saudi Arabia 1 0 1 

 

We recognize the low frequency of female participants in our study. However, the proportion of 

female participants in the study is reflective of the overall proportion of female students (21%) in 

the college of engineering where the study was undertaken. Moreover, we were focused on 

prioritizing a broad representation of countries in the selection of participants.  

  

Data Collection 

 

Data were collected using an interview protocol after it was piloted and approved by the IRB. 

The interview protocol was developed using Vygotsky [8] sociocultural theoretical framework as 

a reference and enabled us to conduct semi-structured interviews with 10 first-year international 

students during the first semester (Fall) of the academic year 2018-2019. The semi-structured 

interviews asked specific questions guided by prompts upon which the richness of the interview 

was heavily dependent [20]. The interview protocol focused on the experiences of first-year 

international students in terms of their interaction with peers and the larger university community 

as well as the barriers that they encountered in adapting to their new educational environment. 

Specifically, prompts centered on eliciting concrete descriptions of students’ experiences with 

classes, developing friendships, adapting to the new socio-academic culture, and the orientation 

process. The interviews lasted approximately 45 minutes and were conducted after students 

signed a consent form, in a venue of mutual agreement. 

 

Data Analysis 

 

Data were analyzed using the Dedoose qualitative data analysis software for the application of 

the thematic analysis method. This allowed us to gather major patterns that emerged from the 

data and classified them into themes based on meaning. Robson and McCartan [21] described the 

analysis as the act of giving meaning to data which involves a process of coding; deriving and 

developing concepts from data. Specifically, coding was conducted by three researchers 

individually. To ensure the reliability of the coding process, the three researchers conducted a 

second round of coding, reviewing initial codes for a deeper analysis of the data and to assign 

meaning to codes based on themes. This strategy was employed based on Robson and McCartan 

[21] analytical tool of questioning the data which enabled us to probe the data and develop 

provisional answers from the data. Codes that expressed related meanings were then grouped 

into categories and a codebook with assigned meaning for each coding category was developed. 



 

 

Table 2. presents the codebook along with the description for each code and a sample excerpt 

from our study.   

 
Table 2: Coding categories, description of categories, and sample excerpts from students 

Code  Description Sample Excerpt  

Socio-cultural 

Adaptability 

Experiences in assimilating to the new 

environment; interaction with the 

people and other cultural facets such 

as language. 

“There are some different culture 

stuffs, so, and my English is not very 

well, so I can't, cannot write, I mean, 

just communicate, just um, have a 

little bit problem.” 

Making 

Friends 

Experiences of interactions and 

relationships with U.S students.  

“In engineering especially, it is so 

hard to get close with people because 

you start talking to them and the 

subject just does not get any deeper.”  

Working in 

Teams 

Academic experiences in 

collaborating with U.S. peers in group 

projects.  

“I was in high school we write our 

paper by our own, and when I go here 

we write it together. And that time, I 

just a little bit nervous about that. 

Orientation 

Structuration 

Perceptions of students regarding the 

structure/organization of orientation. 

“It's all international students there 

and then Americans because we don't 

get the chance to ... We get the 

chance but it's different because we 

already met friends. So we're going 

to be with them.” 

 

The codebook (Table 2) presents the operationalized definition of codes and gives a broader 

view of the role of social interaction among first-year international students’ experiences and 

perceptions of the challenges they face studying in the U.S.  

 

Research Quality 

 

A set of procedures account for measures we applied to mitigate our limitations so as to ensure 

the quality of the research. Three researchers analyzed the data individually and created several 

themes from the data. To ensure inter-coder reliability, we compared initial individual codes; in 

instances when codes did not match, researchers discussed the codes until an agreement was 

reached.  The themes were then compared and analyzed to establish a final set of themes agreed 

by the larger team of researchers as well as the codebook presented in Table 2. As such, codes 

and themes were decided by the entire research team. The credibility of the findings was 

determined to be aided by the immediacy of the interview. Students were interviewed in the first 

weeks of their study at the university, allowing the interviews to capture their initial experiences 

promptly. The confirmability of the results was strengthened based on data analysis, deliberation, 

and agreement by the entire research team.  

 

 

 

 



 

 

Results 

 

Our results account for how first-year international students perceive the role of social 

interaction in the barriers that they face while attending school in the US. Thus, we focus on the 

perception of relationships and interaction with others, including students and the larger 

university community. We present the results in four categories (socio-cultural adaptability, 

making friends, working in teams, and orientation structuration) based on the patterns that 

emerged from the data. 

 

Socio-cultural Adaptability 

 

Socio-cultural adaptability reflects students’ views of the challenges experienced in assimilating 

to the new environment. Most common themes emanating from students’ expressions deal with 

perceptions of their interaction with people and other cultural facets such as language. As an 

example of perceptions of people, a student indicated: “As I told you, it's a lot harder to get close 

to Americans than it is to [country national], and I am used to [country national]. So, adapting to 

that was a little bumpy.” Another student indicated that: “I think every international student has 

this nervousness of talking to a national, here, because we're not sure as to how we're going to be 

perceived.” 

 

In describing the issues related to cultural challenges in their interactions, one student mentioned: 

“Maybe just getting to know new people and a new language. Away from home. Separated from 

my parents, because I came here by my own … Away from my friends and everything. Just like 

breaking the ice I would say.” Another student indicated that: 

 

I will say personal space for me because even if we are neighbors, we sometimes go 

 to the neighborhoods, just go straight to the people's houses to say hi. Or a stranger  

 we just touch and go in front of them and stuff, but here if you want to be close 

 to someone, you have to suddenly ask permission to be close to them, to touch  

 their personal space. The personal space here really serious! 

 

Adapting to a new environment can be challenging. First-year international students become 

exposed to a different culture other than their normal way of life while pursuing their academic 

activities in a different country. 

 

Making Friends 

 

Making friends describes how international students expressed their interactions and 

relationships with U.S. students. The data showed that first-year international students 

experience difficulties in making friends with domestic students. For example, a student said: 

 

I don't know the relationship just doesn't develop. That's what I've noticed so far. 

   Even if you go out with them, it still remains the same. It doesn't really bother 

me … I'm a lot more focused on my goal than I am on making friends. 

 



 

 

Another example included a student who indicated: “It is much easier for us to get close to 

people. I can't really explain why, but it's just not possible to become as close friends with 

Americans as it is with [country national]. It's just an interesting aspect.” Expanding further on 

relationships with friends from the U.S, another student mentioned: “I do have roommate. 

Actually, he is American. At first, he's not really close. He don't really open because he's 

previously have a bad roommate.”  

 

Data revealed that making friends with U.S students is important for first-year international 

students as a student indicated: “I guess getting like as many relationships, getting friends, or 

getting help with economics and everything, and having a good time, obviously. Like spending 

time with friends and everything, it's key to feel like home here.” 

 

Working in Teams  

 

Working in teams describes the classroom interaction of the students’ experiences to collaborate 

with their peers from the U.S. in group projects. Our data revealed that first-year international 

students found it difficult to work in teams due to communication challenges and based on the 

format of academic activities in the US. For example, a student indicated: 

 

Communicating to American students, cause one to one or one to two people, like 

three people group, it is good for me, but if there is over five person, they are talking 

each other, and I have no idea what they are talking about. So, it's hard to join the  

group chat here. 

 

Similarly, another student commented: “I don't feel included with a group, or I just feel the group 

project we did, my group didn't make me participate, or they let me down, or everything.” In 

terms of differences in the academic format, a student said: 

 

So, I'm not used to this much interaction because classes in [Country] are usually  

much more individual. Let's put it like that. It's a group of course but ... each one 

is focused on his or her own work. So that is a big difference. 

 

Orientation Structuration 

 

Orientation structuration deals with the challenges expressed by students regarding how the 

orientation is structured. The most prevalent issues expressed by students include the provision 

of a lot of information to students in a one-day session, inconvenient class schedules, and failure 

to promote in-depth interaction between U.S. students and international students. For example, 

one student indicated: “One thing I would say probably a lot of information in a short interval of 

time…To comprehend so many resources for this, we have this or for this we have that. That was 

a little difficult.” Commenting on the inconvenience of class scheduling, another student 

mentioned: 

 

I think it was really helpful. It was fun. Most of the people that I talk to right 

now, I met at orientation, so I guess that's a big factor. But one thing that I actually 

wanted to bring up is a lot of international students, we talked about this, because 



 

 

international orientation happens after the regular freshman orientation and the 

classes that we get to pick, a lot of the times, are already either filled or have 

different inconvenient timings. That's actually a point that we wanted to bring  

up with the university in general. 

 

Our results also show that orientation facilitated bonding, mainly among international students as 

compared with bonding between international students and U.S. students. For example, a student 

said: “I made just little friends but I don't stick too much with them…We do the international 

orientation we come first and then them. So, the people we met first, normally is the ones that we 

gonna be friends with.” 

 

Discussion/Conclusion 

 

Overall, the study contributes to the body of literature and provides an understanding of the 

social barriers faced by first-year international students in the U.S. Socio-cultural adaptability, 

making U.S. friends, working in teams, and orientation structure emerged as the most prevalent 

barriers. Regarding socio-cultural adaptability, students shared many aspects in which living 

within a new culture impacts their transition to university, such as navigating a new language and 

cultural differences such as personal space. These challenges can impact students both inside and 

outside the classroom. As Ferrer [22] indicated, the normal development of learners in a different 

culture or group pertaining to a different culture may not be an adequate norm. It is important 

that students find a quick way to adjust to new ways of life when studying in a foreign country, 

as this directly affects their academic achievement. 

 

International students expressed their willingness to interact with domestic students but found it 

challenging to make those connections. Relationships with peers who understand the existing 

context is important to help international students understand the society. Knowledge is socially 

constructed based on interactions between the self and peers [23]. Thus, it provides a challenge 

to university professionals to create more opportunities to bring international and domestic 

students together early in their transition to university. This also calls universities to better 

prioritize inclusive practices in order for international and domestic students to more easily and 

quickly see the value that can result from their relationships with one another. It is also important 

for international students to build such awareness for themselves and seek to foster new 

relationships to fit within the society and culture [11]. Similarly, international students encounter 

barriers when asked to participate in course teamwork. Not only do language barriers and anxiety 

involving the use of a new language impact the communication between teammates, but not all 

international students also have prior experiences working with teams. This provides a challenge 

in that international students must quickly figure out how to maneuver this new way of learning 

in order to complete their assigned coursework. Instructors are therefore challenged with the task 

of providing enough structure to help international students figure out this new situation while 

also instilling lessons of working with others.  

 

Considering that the overarching support networks that international students have are far away, 

orientation provides a fantastic opportunity for the development of new relationships that help 

build social support networks. Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory speaks to the importance of such 

relationships. That being said, orientation also stands as a necessary opportunity to share the 



 

 

important information students must have to successfully embark upon their university 

experience. Given the feedback provided by students, it is in the best interest of university 

professionals to provide only critical information since the experience is already overwhelming.  

 

First-year international students become more comfortable and therefore more academically 

successful through programs that help them to learn aspects of the new culture and language, 

foster friendship with their U.S. counterparts, navigate teamwork in the classroom, and provide 

meaningful orientation experiences. Study results lead to multiple implications for universities to 

consider when serving an international student population in order to address social barriers. 

Firstly, as they begin their transition to college it would be beneficial for programming to 

become available that would allow students to share and discuss their cultural observations and 

experiences. This would provide guidance to students as they process the culture in which they 

are newly entrenched and would offer support to students as their support systems shift. 

Secondly, hosting events that would encourage international and domestic students to interact 

would provide opportunities for not only the development of cross-cultural friendships but could 

also potentially lead to increased multi-cultural awareness. Thirdly, it is important for university 

professionals to receive a formal briefing on the intense transition period first-year international 

students experience in order to best support them, especially in the classroom. Finally, to get the 

most out of the available orientation period, universities are encouraged to carefully evaluate the 

information that is shared and should perhaps discover other means by which to share relevant 

and important information with international students following orientation.  Host institutions are 

encouraged to help international students adapt to their surroundings by offering suitable 

institutional support programs that directly increase their emotional outcomes and school-life 

satisfaction [24].  
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