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This study explores Chinese international students’ experiences of finding social supports 

year master’s program 

failure to some extent because I did not have a “real” friend who spoke English to me. I asked 



become happier. Instead, I felt that I was “snobbish”, and my depression gradually turned to 



s’ social network building 

through talking to more people and drawing a portrait of Chinese international students’ lives, I 

international students’ ecology, their learning and living environment,



individual factors such as students’ willingness to communicate in English, motiv

convinced me, however, that “trying hard” is not always enough. International students cannot 

“sins” of not being able to “successfully” socialize with domestic people.



access to the host community’s social practices is not always readily available to international 

One notable example of this attention was a controversial article initially titled “Too 

Asian: Some frosh don’t want to study at an Asian university” and then finally re titled “The 

top universities may migrate to Canada”. This article was written by Nicholas Kohler and 

’

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Maclean's


—

“mainland China” and “downtown China” 

different lifestyles of two large groups on Canada’s campuses, Asian and 

“separation rather than integration” (

“becoming places 

communication” rather than “the cultural mosaics they’re 

—oases of dialogue, mutual understanding and diversity” (

indicate that Chinese international students’ exposure to the target language in foreign countries, 



2007; Welsh, 2001). Shi (2011), through observing a group of 13 Chinese master’s students in 

What are Chinese international students’ experiences of building social network

the students’ social networks meet their needs?



students’

explore the implication of participants’ experiences to consider how universities might

purpose of a multicultural curriculum is to “accommodate and respect the varied cultural origins 

diverse population” (Eaton, 1997). A good global education curriculum “encourages 

view of the world” (Pinhey, 1998, 

students’



Much of the early work in the fields of SLA and study abroad regarded learners as “bundles of 

variables”

“motivated or unmotivated, introverted or extroverted, inhibited or uninhibited” (Norton, 2000, 

introverted/extroverted, inhibited/uninhibited) “are frequently socially constructed in inequitable 

in a single individual” (Norton, 2000, 

represented by Norton’s work points to a greater role for environmental factors and how they can 

affect students’ 

Previous research also mainly focuses on internal reasons for international students’ 

2005), and common ground (Zeng, 2010) affect international students’ social



at improving international students’ social interaction skills, promoting language learning 

students’ social network creation. The current study will address this gap.

understand that “the responsibility for creating welcoming environme

community members as well as institutions” (Dunn & Olivier, 2011, p. 37). Universities should 

not use simple explanations, such as “international students prefer to associate with other 

ge and culture,” to absolve themselves of any 

students’ limited

as a choice. Furthermore, we should not overemphasize an individual’s ability to exercise full 

n (2003) point out: “the notion of 

enhancing the individual’s capacity instead of tackling the structural barriers that confine 

individuals” (p. 30).



university interacts with, relates to, and affects international students’



individual’s social network,

’s 



such as “What am I going to do?” (

et al.’

’

’

a person’s life, while the concept of 



context needed to understand and interpret the experiences of the study’s participants.

articipants’ 





“provide researchers with knowledge organized into structures that can frame the discussion of a 

study’s results, their bearing on current instructional practices, and their implications for 

subsequent research” (Unrau

offer an excellent framework for bridging individuals’ needs, 



. Influenced by Lewin’s 

Additional background on Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Perspective is 

’

Within Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Perspective (hereafter referred to as 



—

—

“

” (



the environment as it is perceived rather than as it may exist in “objective” reality. Another 



“Process– – –time” an ecological model of human development

“process– – –time” 

“

”

“analysis of variations in developmental processes and outcomes and a joint function of the 

characteristics of the environment and the person” (Bronfenbrenner, 2005, p. 115).

occur on a fairly regular basis over extended periods and “such enduring forms of interaction in 

”

Since Bronfenbrenner’s area of research was human development, especially child development, 

his examples of such processes include “feeding or comforting a baby; playing with a young 

how” (Bronfenbrenner, 2005, p. 6). He believed that young children 

develop “the ability, motivation, knowledge, and skil

others and on one’s own” through participating in such interactive processes. Hence, proximal 

processes are the primary mechanism through which human potential is actualized and “the 

primary engines of development” 



process, experience is a critical element. It is used to indicate that “the 

the person living in that environment” (Bronfenbrenner, 2005, p. 5).

emphasized the importance of subjective feelings in experience, such as “anticipations, 

forebodings, hopes, doubts or personal beliefs” that continue through life and are characterized 

He believed that the subjective feelings “can relate to self or to 

others, especially to family, friends, and other close associates”, and also “apply to the activities 

in which one engages” (Bronfenbrenner, 2005, 

and negative subjective forces “encompassing both love and hate, joy and sorrow, curiosity and 

boredom, desire and revulsion” (Bronfenbrenner, 2005, p. 5) and “evolving in the past, can also 

e in powerful ways to shaping the course of development in the future” 

The next element of Bronfenbrenner’s model, t

velopment. The first is “dispositions that can set proximal 

operation” (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998, p. 995). The second is the person’s “ability, 



given stage of development” (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998, p. 995). Finally, demand 

can further account for “differences in the direction 

and power of resultant proximal processes and their developmental effects” (Bronfenbrenner & 



’

’

“

” 

’

’

’



“

”

“The first premise is that behind the diversity in learning theories and te

civilization since the days of Galileo and Descartes” (van Lier, 2000, p. 245). The second 

The final one is that “activity and interaction, or in general the contexts in which learning takes 

some abstract level” (

on three premises. First, “it shifts the emphasis from scientific reductionism to the notion 

of emergence” (p. 246). An ecological view does not assume that “every phenomenon can be 



explained in terms of simpler phenomena or components” (

says that “at every level of development properties emerge that cannot be reduced to those of 

prior levels” (

“all of cognition and learning can be explained in terms of processes that go on inside the head” 

p. 246). Finally, an ecological approach asserts that activity and interaction “do 

learning fundamentally” (

original). Ecology says that “the perceptual and social activity of the learner, and particularly the 

learning” ( p. 246). Therefore, according to van Lier (2000), “to look for learning 

is to look at the active learner in her environment, not at the contents of her brain” (p. 247).



Bronfenbrenner (1979) and the last study applied Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory.

teacher and peers, teaching methods, and lesson goals, it was found that when these “affordances 

e or not consistent with the learner’s

, counterproductive beliefs such as a denial of the value of these lessons arose” 

(1979), “operationalized personal factors as any individual characteristics, and environmental 

developing person” (p. 110). In addition to the personal and environmental factors addressed in 

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Perspective, he also identified integrated personal



Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory 

“

”

’

’



“

”

“ ”

similar benefits for examining adults’ learning and social 

Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory and Lave and Wenger’s concept of 

an Lier (2000) argued that “ecology is a fruitful way 

contemporaries Peirce, Mead, and Dewey left for us” (p. 247). He 

“questions some basic assumptions that lie behind most of the rationalist and 



some old questions that have been around for a long time” (

such as the concept of Affordance, the PPCT model and Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems 

investigate factors that affect international students’ development of social networks. The 

Canadian university plays in the process of international students’ social network development 

’

’

influence international students’ human development. In addition, social network creation and 

be taken into account. Universities are a significant part of most international students’ 



building by investigating Chinese international students’ experience of intercultural socialization.

Moreover, the concept of affordance that van Lier defined as “a particular property of the 

–

environment” (van Lier, 2000) can be very helpful to identify what afford

and perceiving “organisms” use the affordances. 





’ needs





students’ experiences of universities (Marangell, 2023).

difficulties. Thus, to counterbalance international students’ feelings of rejection, host nationals’ 



Misra et al.’



Language has been pointed out as a major barrier to international students’ overall 

enhance international students’ language proficiency and confidence. Such programs frequently 





longitudinal study, the quantity and quality of exposure were “measured using a computerized 

months” (Ranta & 

ccording to the literature, many factors may influence international students’ use

discussed in the literature on “willingness to communicate”. This concept is defined as “a 

L2” (MacIntyre, Do¨rnyei, Cle´ment



students’ use of English

’

Personalities also play important roles in Chinese international students’ attempts to 



personalities are more extroverted and “adventurous” because of the differences i

student’s personality (e.g., activeness, shyness) 

implicitness may also influence Chinese international students’ use of English in their social 

“ ” “

”

Moreover, Chinese students’

Chinese students’ unwillingness to communicate in public is not a language phenomenon that is 



, learners’ former language learning strategies that fit in the context of 

Chinese international students’ willingness to interact in English.

’



“ ”

international students’ s

easier to find something in common. In Zeng’s (2010) study 



become aware of their own and others’ cultures. As individuals interact in the new culture, they 



assistance or support and realize that international students are not only “subject learners,” but 

also “culture and language learners” in the community (Spurling, 2007, p. 114). Shi (2011) 

aimed at improving international students’ social interaction skills, promoting language learning 



students’ academic challenges

students’ needs and 

’ needs



’

’



erpret the experiences of the study’s participants. The chapter begins with the broad 

Australia, and Canada. Finally, the chapter describes the local university context of the study’s 



Internationalization is defined as “

”





“teaching is not 



diminish their prospects for tenure and promotion” (Boyer

If the academic profession becomes less attractive to the “best and brightest” (Altbach, 

’ motivation to provide high quality education and seek more training in helping 



a private good for individuals’ consump

mean that they pay more into the institution’s operating funds.



output indicators (Guruz, 2011). Institutions are competing for “a market share of international 

language testing and accreditation services” 



’s higher education



(Knight, 2008). The “brain drain”, also commonly known as

country’s needs for skilled 



 (





bachelor’s ratio: 2.25%

’

’

received 19% of the world’s international students in higher education in 2013, followed by the 



“ ”



–



– –

Prime Minister’s Initiative 

“ ”

match the graduate’s skill level with a 



“a sharp fall in migration from non

between 2011 and 2013” (Thompson, 2015, p. 44).

“ ”

months’ post

opinion, which is “favourable towards international students but increasingly negative towards 

immigration in general” (Sá & Sabzalieva, 2018, p. 250). Brexit and the rise of protectionism 

(Douglass & Edelstein, 2010). International education is Australia’s third



part of the government’s response to changing global 

help meet Australia’s labour needs (Koleth, 2010). 



obtain skill levels that would meet Australia’s skill needs

“ ”

As a result, in March 2009, Australia’s skilled migration program was reduced for the 

ustralia’s international student education industry; 



fee international accounting students’ enrolm

year work visa for a master’s 

Furthermore, in 2013, the Chaney Report or “Australia—Educating Globally” was 



Since 2005, Canada’s immigration policy regarding international students 

education (IE) strategy as a “blueprint to attract talent to Canada and prepare our country for the 

21st century” (Government of Canada, 2014). It shows an ambitious ag



country a “21st

our citizens for the global marketplace” (Government of Canada, 2014, p. 1).

Immigration Minister John McCallum called international students “ideal immigrants” to 

reaffirm the government’s commitment to supporting the retention of international students as 

“a clear, positive message 

process that may ultimately favour them but is too cumbersome to easily understand” 

“ ”



On the other hand, international education policy “falls between the jurisdictional divides 

ns” (Trilokekar & El Masri, 

graduates with an Ontarian Master’s or doctoral degree owing to a very large backlog (Chiose, 

governments have supported such immigration routes as a way of meeting the country’s labour 

). Nevertheless, “the absence of a federal ministry of education 

departments with a lack of clear national leadership” (Trilokekar & El Masri, 2016, p. 542). 



which personal experiences took place, thereby affecting the development of the participants’ 

“(w)e value diversity, inclusivity, and equity across 

and among our people, campuses, and disciplines” (

“BUILD a diverse, inclusive community of 



exceptional students, faculty, and staff from Alberta, Canada, and the world”

Under the objective of “Build a diverse, inclusive community of exceptional 

” 

strategy is to “(o)ptimize our international recruiting strategies to attract well

of the university” (

“(a)ttract and retain a diverse complement of faculty and post

world” ( nder the objective of “Build and strengthen trust, 

focus on shared values” ( , the strategy “celebrate and support 

diversity and inclusivity”

the strategic goal of “Experience diverse 

opportunities” (

include “Increase students’ experiential learning through mutually 

locally, nationally, and internationally” and “Develop global competency in our graduates 

term outbound international experiences” (



have an enhanced understanding of international graduate students’ needs

university’s International S lan is to “Experience diverse 

and skills, and enable our success” (UAI, 2019, p. 5)

students’ experience he first objective is to “ensure inclusion 

of international students into the campus community”; support their academic, personal, and 



to enhance services and programs to support international students’ academic goals; provide 

y; “increase intercultural 

international students in such learning”; engage international students in career development 

concerned with the university’s role in a global community, such as 

is to clarify “roles and responsibilities for stakeholders in designing and implementing the 

ternational agenda” (UAI, 2019, p. 11). 



“develop and maintain governance structures” and “form a dynamic, creative, and efficient 

international ecosystem” (UAI, 2019, p. 11).

“international activities closely connected to core institutional targets” “

involvement of all relevant stakeholders” (UAI, 2019, p. 13) serve as “the backbone 

for all the planning, implementation, and evaluation of the International Strategic Plan” (UAI, 

“accountability and ongoing evaluation” in international activities. To deliver programs and 

create and “disseminate information on opportunities for professional development” (UAI, 2019, 

p. 12). UAI’s commitments to accountability and ongoing evaluation

satisfy students’ needs

The university states its intention to help students “build lifelong friendships and networks” and 

“gain independence and personal development” (UAI, 2019, 



students’ experiences, some of the strategies may require further specification and detail to be 

The University of Alberta’s



significant progress in the university’s 

internationalization process. It shows the university’s 

–

and provide a historical view of international students’ ecosystem on an institutional level.

“ ”

“ ” “ ” “ ”

“

”

that “the recruitment of international students is important to 

addressing the risks to Alberta’s development of human capital needed for the future” 

, “Alberta lags behind other regions and nations 



in international student recruitment” (

“ ”

“ ”

“internationalization” was

recognized as “an institutional objective, an institutional strategy, and an institutional outcome” 

s regarded as “multi

entire academic enterprise” including international student recruitment; study abroad and 



“

international registrations, and the subsequent academic success of international students” and 

“

skills related to success in a globalized society” (

niversity’s

leadership structure, the President’s Committee on International Strategy, to guide strategic 



university’s strategic plan and ensure that the university’s approach to global engagement 

President’s Committee on 

International Strategy and the Provost’s Committee on International Initiatives. These integrated 

to “ensure integration of international 

ity”, the city, the province, and Canada (



—



these trends can be found in the university’s strategic plans and reports.

employers. At the local level, this shift in policy was reflected in the University of Alberta’s

2019), which emphasized the importance of students’ 



⮚

⮚

⮚

⮚

election, UK’s international 



⮚ ’

⮚

⮚

⮚





participants’ experiences of building social networks within an ecological context 



has “achieved 

status and visibility in the social sciences and helping professions” (Merriam, 2002, 

what’

Since the purpose of this study is to understand Chinese international students’ 

case study is “an intensive description and analysis of a phenomenon or social unit such as an 

individual, group, institution, or community” (Merriam, 2002, 



phenomenon), descriptive (i.e., a “thick description” results as the end product of the 

help illuminate the participants’ 



’

Gui’s Story



supervisor’s work

Na’s Story

a bachelor’s degree in 

master’s degree in science education. ’ working experience

Jian’s Story

Jian’s story with Canada 

to a master’s

Tou’s Story

’ After completing his master’s program, he



’ and international students’ 

Peng’s Story

’

Bing’s Story

’



—

study. Participants’ names are disguised

“International Student Services team—

—

”



’



The interview questions were designed to elicit participants’ experiences of developing 

other students’? If so





the participants’ group





Participants’ Experiences

The first section reveals the participants’ expectations for their academic and 

’

’

’



participants in this study. Some expressed the view that a doctoral degree in Canada is “superior” 

to one from China. For example, Peng considered North America “the centre of t

world”. Similarly, Gui indicated her view that she could receive “better” academic instruction by 

are more “popular” in China.

experience of being a Master’s student in China as unpleasant because she

her supervisor’s “personal property”. She stated, “I was very upset when I ha

my supervisor’s invoic for a year.” Partly as a result of this experience, 

she expected to receive “better” academic instruction by pursuing her further graduate studies in 

their decision to pursue university studies abroad. For instance, Jian’s story with Canada started 



“freshness” was fading. They wanted to have a fresh start in a country with “a good natural 

environment”, and this desire for adventure ultimately led them to Canada. Na also indicated that 

— —

because “it is in a city that I have never heard of,” and he was concerned that the environment 

Canada. Gui did not expect many “social elements” in her life here because she felt that being a 

becoming a faculty member is inherently “a lonely journey”. She 



It is evident that participants’ expectations were shaped by a combination of macro

ere studying at “the centre of the academic world” and 

supervisors and departmental colleagues affected not only students’ academic experiences but 

strange foreign vegetables and various spices in the grocery stores here, she wondered, “What on 



earth are these? How to eat or use them”?

especially in winter. “There were just so many challenges in life”, she said. Similarly, Peng 

“adventures” because she missed her stop and had to backtrack with other people’s help. To 

ask her colleagues for some suggestions. Peng found that “the winter comes fast” and when he 



buy a pair of boots. He described the first winter as “bitter”, noting that this term referred not 

years old. He said that he had “a good sense of 

using English in a classroom with classmates and teachers”, but still had difficulty expressing 

himself in Canada. Referring to words and expressions in English, he said they were “not new to 

use them and express them is new to me.”





Therefore, these settings played a key role in shaping the participants’ social networks, and they 



In Peng’s case, t

hen Peng’s department was restructured and many graduate students he knew 

’ 





’

colleagues affected not only students’ academic experiences but often their 

across other differences. In Jian’s Ph.D. program, he enjoyed playing board games with his 

colleagues at his supervisor’s parties; however, he did not feel that he had close relationships 

the participants’ socia

their jobs in China and came to Canada together. Bing’s husband came to Canada first and 



members in Canada, married participants’ main setting of socializing was their family/home. At 

people she knew from her son’s school, including the parents of 

her son’s friends. Playgrounds were also locations where she could 





’

point. International students’ social network development is often considered to be about 

personal choices, personal capacities, personalities, or individuals’ willingness. However, the 

’

students’ social network development is shaped to a large extent by the



with conationals is not a problem, but some thought that “only” socializing with conationals 

they are involved in “teamwork” or work on something together, such as a project or assignment, 

opportunities to know new friends, but not many opportunities to “know them deeply”, 

unless “you put some effort into it”. For example, she thought it was important to “take 

initiative”, through efforts such as inviting a person for coffee to continue the

Otherwise, Bing thought that relationships would be “very superficial”. She thought it is 

important to join activities “regularly” and to make a commitment to know new friends. Like 

He said, “I would like to know people in a more familiar way, maybe a couple of friends I 

already know.”



students in the same department. The diversity of the comparison groups reflects the participants’ 

female students in her department would have girls’ nights out frequently.

thought that his “relational mobility” is greater than theirs. He stated that “relational mobility” is 

“how easy or difficult you get to know a new group of people.” He said that the mobility is high 

for graduate students, because they inhabit “a more stabilized environment”, adding that “you get 

to know these people, you meet them every day, (and) it is easier for you to get to know them.” 

students. Tou’s 



department. He found it difficult to get involved in other Ph.D. students’ conversations because 

“you don’t know what they are talking about” and “you can only say hi.” F

“the small circle has been formed”, he thought that other students did not actively involve him in 

example, sometimes he wanted to talk more with his colleagues, but “the focus of the 

in common, but you don’t know”. As a result, he 

her son’s school, such as the parents of his friends.



. She was also not able to participate in “game shows” 



improvement, and fitting others’ expectations. “I want to do it” cannot be the only reason that 

thinks that every individual’s situation is different, and people want different things. She added 

as if there is “an invisible standard” that everyone should conform to. In her view, people who 



that were all met through Na’s circle o

’

se to his “reality”. He said that when he talks to people with different concerns, 



“According to cultural attachment theory, to expand your circle, we need to have a secure base of 

social relationships based on the conational group. That is not a problem.” He said that his own 

people, and then he expanded his circle. “In my first year, if you don’t have this group of 

friends, that would be a problem”, he said, “because you have nobody.”

“If that makes them happy, it won’t be a problem, but I can’t say that is my s

foreign country. I want to get to know the people and culture. That is my strategy.” He pointed 



one’s own

socialized “only” with co nationals. Bing pointed out that “superficial 

is necessary because all (relationships) start there” and “it takes time” to build them up. She 

thought it normal for international students to feel that having “in depth” conversations with co

ge and culture. “You may feel that you cannot communicate 

thoroughly because you cannot express yourself that way” and if you find the one you are talking 

to does not have the patience to listen to you, then you will “pull yourself back” to your comfort 

ne because you do not want to “feel uncomfortable again”. She added that “talking to Chinese 

students feels so good” “they can understand me”. She thought that this sort of emotional 



and psychological support is very important for students’ mental health. She felt that it is very 

difficult to have “mutual in depth communication” with non

Bing thought that she should “push” herself to gain more opportunities to meet people. 

For example, she stated that “it is very easy to talk to someone you know in an event”, but “this 

is actually a good opportunity to know new people”. She added, “You should push yourself to 

talk to strangers”, but “sometimes it is very difficult” and “psychologically you are very 

uncomfortable” because you have many concerns like “Does this person like what I am talking 

about” or “Can I understand what he or she is talking about”. She described herself as an 

“easygoing” person who is willing to talk to others. She noted that the opportunity to meet others 

depends on who “will take the first step and then it gets easier”.

’

participants’ degree of involvement in the activities.

“evaluate” the activities and events when they were aware of them and then decide whether or 

At the micro level, although most supervisors in the study only focused on students’ 



Jian’s supervisor, for instance, would provide board games that Jian found very 

entertaining. In Tou’s department, it was also normal for faculty members to hold parties and 

department’s stude



l student centre, Na and Tou’s volunteer experiences in 

Expo organized by Na’s faculty.

decided not to attend again. For instance, Trivia in Gui’s department made her 

feel like someone who was “useless” and “knew nothing”. Since she did not have “a sense of 

involvement,” she determined that she would not like to participate in that kind of a

social interaction, such as saying “hello” or asking “where are you from,” did not give 



university’s international centre and they shared insights based on their wo

contributed to Chinese international student’s social life

There were collaborations between the international centre and Chinese students’ 

. Bing stated, “You would find that although Chinese students are the 



students” added, “It is abnormal”. After promotion through 

Chinese student associations, “there is a significant increase in the participation of Chinese 

students”. “You cannot force students to participate”, Bing stated, “The only thing you can do is 

em and let them know”. To let them know, the centre created a WeChat account to 

nt associations. These events were “very successful”, she said.

ere was also “an 

education piece” when Bing participated in the events, such as giving students suggestions on 

that “there is definitely some space to improve”. As an employee 

“parallel” rather than in tandem. There was an international student centre, faculty



students. In addition, besides the Chinese students’ associations, there were many other 

China. She felt that in Canada, students are considered “completely independent 

”, and it is “up to you”. In China, however, she felt there is a “blanket” and “no dead 

corner”, which means “all information and services will be informed to every student” and “no 

matter whether you go out or not, you will not be left”. Additionally, she f

student service structure in Canada was “almost ten times the size of the ones in China”

In Bing’s opinion, there should be a more “scaffolding supportive system” in the first 

independently. “It should not be like swim or sink when they just get here”, she said. 



“blanket student service with no dead corner” and “each student receives all the information” 

because of the different operating methods and administrative systems. Therefore, “there needs 

to be a balance and students should be aware of that”.

there could be more events focusing on graduate students’ social life, because “they have 

different needs”. Another challenge that Bing believed Chinese graduate stude

o expand the circle of the students. “The circle is too 

small”, she said, adding that many students “only know the people at the same office or lab”. She 

o socialize, they often simply do not have the time. “What is your priority?” she 

noted that “this is a challenge”. She added, “At different stages, you have different priorities; 



questions will come to you and it might be too late”.

job market in Canada, Bing thought “it can be done better”. She believed many students want to 

“There was nothing in their resume; they did

understand why they sent millions of resumes and got no interview.” She thought the preparation 

ought this could help students know more about the “expectation from 

employers”, the “Canadian working context”, and where to direct their efforts in order “to help 

term life in Canada”.

“Many times we encourage students to volunteer”, Bing said, adding that this 

opportunities to get to “know a lot of students and you do things together and gradually develop 

your leadership skills”, making it “a very good approach”. She thought China does not have a 

volunteer culture, noting that “it is not in her tradition” and that “many students did not realize 

how important it is to volunteer”. She added that Chinese students often do not realize that by 

volunteering, “they not only benefit from what they do but also the platform they have to know 

people”. Thus, she poi



and supports, which seemed to be “everywhere” and available at levels ranging 

He felt that this approach meant that services were offered “chaotically” and 

Although Bing and Peng could provide “insider” perspectives because of their work 

international students because the department was not “very internationalized”. Further

because of the dominance of domestic students, she thought that “international students were 

comparatively neglected”. She explained that although Canada is a multicultural society, “you 

hite people are the absolute dominance of this society”. She added, “It is the 

hite professors you can see”? Gui thought that it is not 

that “the 

difficulties that international students are facing”, especially if there was no one who stood up for 

them. She continued by adding, “I am not saying that they are not good. Ho

faculty member, if you don’t go to them and talk to them, they would not be able to understand 

are (to domestic students)”, since fo

scholarships. Gui was her supervisor’s first international student and she thought that he was not 



Jian, Na, and Tou all echoed Gui’s ideas regarding the need for more resources and 



students. Thus, some potential directions for the university appear to reflect the participants’ 



the participants’ social activities in relation to the concept of meaningfulness as they sought to 

students’

have been shown to affect students’ willingness to use the English language and further their 

’ 



world university rankings have all impacted the university’s strategic 

the participants’ socialization at the 



participants’ socialization

The participants’ social networks are not static, but rather dynamic and evolving

between the participants’ offices and homes. These interactions can influence the participants’ 

participants’ socialization experiences by providing or limiting the resources,



the Exo level can still influence the participants’ socialization through the policies and decisions 

participants’ experiences

The Macro level may influence the participants’ academic identities, practices, and goals, 

e the participants’ 

withdraw one’s office space. 

societal values may influence the participants’ academic practices by affecting their language 

small talk may or may not be encouraged in one’s office. 



participants’ interactions within and across them

refers to the temporal dimension of the participants’ socialization

may have an impact on the participants’ socialization experiences, as they 

participants’

participants’ socialization and the significant influence of the environment on the participants’ 

’ social network 





Stewart’s (1987) model proposing five modes of social support, namely, emotional (e.g., caring, 

. Based on the participants’ accounts, was the university able to provide enough social 

them. In addition, the university itself was often the main stressor in the participants’ lives. Both 



In the university’s strategic plan (

strategy under the objective of the Sustain goal: “Prioritize and sustain 

responsive, and accessible services and initiatives” (p. 28). The identified strategy is to “bolster 

faculty, and staff” (p. 28). This shows that the university is aware of the importance of mental 

university’s international strategic plan, despite the particular needs 



’



’

financial support may enable or constrain the international students’ opportunities to build social 



students’ opportunities to build social networks, as they may have to spend more time or energy 

This sense of belonging may affect international students’ satisfaction with their academic and 

students by the university. This sense of belonging may affect international students’ 

Practical supports address individuals’ material or physical needs such as transportation 



ractical support is not mentioned in the university’s strategic plans. This omission might 

international students’ opportunities for socialization while also serving basic needs that extend 

beyond the students’ academic life. 

the grocery store were helpful for both the students’ 



Socializing refers to supports that address people’s 



one’s one’s feeling of 

one’s 

From parties at the supervisor’s house to retreats, game nights, and social events 

organized by various university associations, the university’s role in offering 

was evident in the participants’ accounts. However, their comments about these 

, such as game nights and the events at supervisor’s homes

—

—



social events organized by students’ residence



In the international strategic plan, the first objective of Experience is to “ensure inclusion 

Alberta, and Canada” (UAI, 2019, p. 5).

The university intends to help students “build lifelong friendships and networks” and “gain 

lopment” (UAI, 2019, 

questions, such as “What am I going to do?” (



The university’s 

–

–

The university can provide workshops and seminars that answer questions, such as “how to 

enhance intercultural communication skills in Canada?” or “how to build social n

” and

participants’ social networks can also be influenced by advice/guidance support indirectly. Some 



’s (1987) framework to discuss different forms 

of meaningfulness in relation to the participants’ experiences. Whereas social supports address 

“Meaning” and “meaningful” are terms that were mentioned repeatedly by the 

that affected the participants’ perceptions of the activities and events that were pr



Gui, for example, considered some activities to be valuable not because of “how happy” 

they made her, but because of how helpful they could be for her “future and academic study” and 

how “meaningful” they were. She recounted that one of the events she had 

the topics were “too miscellaneous”. 

“very helpful in the long term”, such as presenting, receiving 

feedback, and communicating with others as a young scholar under “formal social 

circumstances”.

Jian is another student who mentioned “meaning”.

were organized by the Chinese student association as “meaningless” because those events 



“meaning” or 

“relevance”, all implied that these were important elements in their social lives. For example, Na 

enjoy the “going to bar” social events organized by his department’s social committee 

because they could not help him expand his circle further and he did not see how “joining that 

event will change anything.” For Bing, the most enjoyable events involved working closely and 

irectly with others on activities such as meetings, assignments, and presentations. In Peng’s 

elements, rather than activities that were purely and superficially for “fun”.

of a foreign community, international students’ concept of meaning is shaped 



“ ”

emotions and individuals’ strengths and potential (Seligman, 2002). Smith’s framework is based 

Smith’s (2017) framework encapsulates and summarizes insights such as these from 

pillars: belonging, purpose, storytelling, and transcendence. I will use Smith’s 

students’ social lives, how the university might improve the ecology and increase the 

meaningfulness of international students’ lives in these four aspects will also be further 



“We all need to feel understood, recognized, and affirmed by our friends, family members, and 

romantic partners,” Smith (2017) writes, “we all need to find our tribe . . . where we belong” (p. 

positive perceptions of the support provided by the university. The participants’ sense of 

that he “had no place to go”. He in

“the bond with the university was suddenly broken.” Fortunately, he found that bond somewhe



department made her feel like a fool who “knows nothing”. She described the experience using 

terms such as “useless” and even “neglected”. Since the event did not provide her with “a sense 

of involvement”, she indicated that she would not choose to participate in that kind of activity 

process of small talk, such as saying “hello” and asking “where are you from”, did not give her a 

sense of “satisfaction”. She felt that those activities could not offer her the opportunity to share 

others the most is that she felt it helped her to become more “involved”.



such as an office space can signify that “you are on your own now”; whereas, access to 

meaningful spaces and events signifies “I am being paid attention to”. It is possible that the 

participants’ emphasis on relevance wh

need to become part of the (academic) community and feel that they belong to this “foreign” 

was evident from the participants’ stories that they bore this academic purpose in their minds and 



The sense of purpose can also be shaped by the ecology. If an individual’s life and work 

–

–

’



their lives and further edit and interpret it (Smith, 2017). When “we create a unified whole”, we 

“understand our lives as coherent” (Smith, 2017, p. 104), which also h

identity, and “understand who we are and how we got that way” (p. 104). Storytelling is also 

important when we want to understand each other and build connections. For example, “when 

know who another person is, we ask them to share part of their story in turn” (Smith, 2017, p. 

Stories are shaped by both the participants’ individual experiences and the ecology. There 

are not many opportunities for Chinese international students to tell their stories. Students’ 



’

Smith (2017) defines “transcend” as “to go beyond” or “to climb”, and a transcendent 

experience is “one in which we feel that we have risen above the everyday world to experience a 

higher reality” (p. 131). People who have a transcendent experience would r

the doctoral students’ experiences in Canada are potentially transcendent, but transcendence, and 



International students’ pursuit of a Ph.D. degree is a personal matter but also shaped by 

—

International Graduate Students’ Search for Meaning



’

’



the university might further support students’ basic psychological human needs, such as 

enhancing their sense of belonging and gaining meaningfulness, especially given the university’s 

and activities that contribute to international graduate students’ 

international students’ experiences and obtaining insights into the questions that guided this 

international students’ experiences of building social networks in a Canadian university

a) To what extent did the students’ social networks meet their needs?



development of the participants’ social networks

a) To what extent did the students’ social networks meet their needs?



rankings and students’ own focus on their academic pursuits, the participants indicated foremost 

’

can increase students’ intercultural co



indicates that the university intends to help students “build lifelong friendships and networks” 

and “gain independence and personal development” (UAI, 2019, 





international students’ social network development is the inherent difficulty in evaluating or 

’

ty’s strategic plans and other key documents.



have different social needs, and it is important for social events to align with students’ concepts 

beneficial to assess students’ needs, including their concepts of meaning. In other words, events 

students’ needs, and there should be a

students’ perspectives. For example, some participants in this study indicated that events that are 

’



beneficial. The university’s international student centre should reinforce 

’



’



China. International students may be unable “to leave China in their minds.” Subconsciously, 

students’ experiences and student services in China and Canada, and that this awareness will lead 

This study challenges conventional ideas from the literature about international students’ 

2015) affected students’ willingness to use the 



students’ social 

network development and the environment. It examined how the environment affected students’ 

and supportive of students’ need for social support networks
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