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ABSTRACT 

 
Emotional Intelligence (EQ) is a multifaceted ability that helps individuals to sense, understand, value, and 

effectively apply the power of emotions as a source of information, trust, creativity, and influence (Goleman, 

2006; Mayer et al., 2011). The five components (self-awareness, self-regulation, empathy, motivation, and 

social skill) embedded within EQ may work solely or collectively to cope with everyday life events that 

international students may encounter. Such an emotional tool kit may help multicultural international 

students handle several adverse situations. This study focused on an auto-ethnographic account of the 

learning experience of one international graduate student's transition to becoming a scholar within a new 

cultural context. Self-reflection on the hurdles and socio-emotional challenges experienced during the 

transition to becoming a graduate student in Ontario informs the analysis. Findings suggest the need for 

Canadian universities to incorporate multiple components of EQ into their international university 

services, including mindfulness, self-regulation, and stress management.  
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INTRODUCTION 

The ability to perceive and express emotions, assimilate emotions in thought, understand and reason 

with emotions, and regulate emotions in oneself and others is what experts define as Emotional Intelligence 

(EQ) (Clayton, 2012; Goleman, 2006; Mayer et al., 2000). The significance of EQ strengthens as "the 

subject of emotional intelligence continues to receive attention in the world even today, especially in the 

field of education" writes (Pool & Qualter 2018, p. xiii). One issue in studying emotional intelligence is 

that some theories pertain to emotions and intellect, whereas others seem broader. Therefore, it is worth 

examining the constituent terms, emotion, intelligence, and their combination at the outset" (Mayer et al., 

2011, p. 529). EQ is seen as the stem of regulating oneself as well as others. Being aware and understanding 

the stream of thoughts, drives, and moods and the ability to understand others' emotional makeup based on 

their emotional reactions is viewed as intelligence (Brackett et al., 2011; Goleman, 2011).  

The significance of EQ is that it helps international students develop an awareness of their mental 

and emotional lives. Emotional intelligence or competence also enables us to understand others' emotional 

reactions. According to González-Castro et al. (2020), such important life skills are crucial for emotional 

adaptation and the acculturation process. Given the multidimensional nature of the construct of EQ, 

Cherniss et al. (2006) questions the validity of the construct and share that the claim that EI determines 

real-world success has not been validated. For example, they claim that the different dimensions of EQ, 

such as (e.g., self-awareness and empathy) need to cohere to collectively work together to help individuals 

effectively interpret and manage their own and others’ emotional states and regulate them contextually 

(Cherniss et al., 2006; Goleman et al., 2002). 

 

Context 

According to the American College Health Association ACHA (2014), 61% of graduate students 

report more than average or tremendous stress, higher than the average rate (55%) among all college 

students. Although, the problem is more dominant among international students in general as there is a vast 

difference in their culture, language, food, and weather from here to their countries. According to Goleman 

(2011), EQ is one crucial way that makes all effective leaders similar. In dealing with different leadership 

challenges, EQ brings in leading changes, making it an indispensable element (Tracy, 2017). EQ is vital 

for international students because it helps students make significant social and emotional adjustments 

(Qualter et al., 2018) to become future leaders.  

With the growing rate of internationalization in Ontario universities (Tamtik et al., 2020), 

institutions are generally expected to provide international students with academic support.  However, 

there remains a need to develop university policies that address EQ and support students' emotional and 

social development. These are some critical factors implanted within EQ's concept (such as motivation, 

self-awareness, empathy, social skill, social awareness, and management), and ignorance of these issues 

may lead to greater difficulties for the incoming students. These social and emotional aspects are equally 

important as the educational factors that should be considered, as students are often seen to get traumatized 

by events regarding discrimination, culture shock, and language barrier. Duggal (2017) addresses the 

newcomer students as refugees and claims that "refugees are individuals with palpable faces traumatized 

heart who are colored by real-life stressful stories, tiring experiences, complicated settlement problems" (p. 

773). The newcomer international students are stressed out, with all sorts of worries regarding academics, 

making new friends, managing finances, draining them down. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

Cultural, Sexual, and Socio-Emotional Diversity among International Students 

International students come from diverse background that reflects an array of cultural, sexual, and 

socioeconomic backgrounds commonly reflected in past research (Chen & Zhou, 2019; Netierman et al., 

2021; Spencer-Oatey & Dauber, 2019) These studies, such as a study by Stavicka and Odiņa (2021), portray 

the variation in the psychological and social aspects that dominate the emotional domain and wellbeing of 

these international students arriving in Ontario with diverse upbringing and practices in different contexts. 
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The following sections highlight the diverse cultural, sexual, and socioeconomic dimensions of these 

international graduate students.  

 Alqudayri and Gounko (2018) portray the situation of a dominant Gulf country and state 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). The study results reflect that 

female graduate students from Saudi Arabia face unique challenges related to adaptation to a new 

educational environment and managing Saudi and Canadian communities' cultural expectations. The 

findings also show that studying and living in Canada affected these female students' values and changed 

how they viewed themselves, their culture, and the community. 

Hsiu-Fen (2018) states that as the Canadian universities compete to attract international students, 

institutional academic ranking and a supportive campus become pivotal factors in international student 

recruitment. Coping strategies and supportive programs look towards the fact that involvement of "the 

women partners of international students develops various coping strategies for stress alleviation, such as 

personal strategies and community involvement" (Hsiu-Fen, 2018, p. 336). Hsiu-Fen (2018) also said that 

the partners might reshape their identity, discover their talents and interests, develop cross-culture 

friendships, and even help females find a job.  

Lu et al.’s (2018) study results show that "academic and sociocultural challenges tended to be 

temporary, whereas social and employment challenges tended to be more long-standing" (Lu et al., 2018, 

p. 998). Emotional and psychological well-being and sociocultural difficulties are great challenges that 

international students must fight. Lu et al. (2018) shed further light on the issue and say that "in their 

narratives, they tend to attribute individual challenges to psychological (e.g., personality, motivation, effort) 

and cultural factors (e.g., language barriers)" (p. 998) which are challenges unique to the international 

students. International students come in from various cultures, races, gender,  perceptions, and mindsets, 

leading to challenges with cultural-social assimilation and even personal growth satisfaction. 

These wide ranges of cultural, sexual, social, and emotional diversity call for intercultural inclusion 

and assimilation in global education. Building on Success: International Education Strategy (2019-2024) 

(Government of Canada, 2020) explicitly states that one of the key objectives behind this plan is to 

encourage international students to gain new skills through academic engagement by enrolling themselves 

in a wide range of culturally collaborative programs and by engaging themselves to the diverse communities 

across Canada. 

Cooper and Yarbrough (2016) carried out research using the bio-cultural model of human 

adaptation and photo-voice methodology to study the reflecting behavior to the surrounding circumstances 

of Asian-Indian female international students' physical or mental health. The photographs were used to 

promote connectivity and scopes for communication to facilitate psychological comfort, developing 

classroom strategies to foster emotional strength, resilience, and sensitivity. These are essential paradigms 

that educators and researchers are increasingly concerned about promoting young people's psychological 

and emotional health.  

Looking at the cognitive domains, it can be seen that "among the psychological variables connected 

to well-being, relational quality, and social support have a well-established and fundamental role in healthy 

functioning for organizations and individuals across the life course" (Fabio & Kenny, 2019, p. 6).  The 

institution and educators are expected to play a facilitating role to help international graduate students 

develop such community connections for intercultural understanding. 

 

Covid-19 Impact on International Students 

Covid-19 has drastically changed the educational landscape for millions of university students 

worldwide (Stavicka & Odiņa, 2021). International students have their own set of inimitable challenges 

with border closures and uncertainties during the pandemic (Firang & Mensah, 2021). For example, past 

studies show that many international students worry about visa and graduation status (Keung & Teotonio, 

2020; Wong et al., 2020), optional practical training opportunities being harder to obtain or canceled 

(Keung & Teotonio, 2020; Wong et al., 2020); whether to go home (if that is even an option due to border 

closings); living far from loved ones, and not having a strong support network; having to find a place to 
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live if dormitories closed; and finances (Firang, 2020; Keung & Teotonio, 2020; Stavicka & Odiņa, 2021; 

Wong et al., 2020).  

Recent studies show that international student enrollment in Canada has been hit hard by the 

COVID-19 pandemic (Keung & Teotonio, 2020; Netierman et al., 2021; Ross, 2020) as most the post-

secondary education moved from mainly in-person to an online format (Ross, 2020). Wong et al. (2020) 

illustrate that international students reported that the academic and social-emotional challenges experienced 

due to Covid-19 restrictions escalated quickly. For example, Wong et al. (2020) found that some students 

preferred taking a flight at a higher cost and moving back to their home country because they would desire 

to be with family rather than remain isolated in a solitary dormitory room during this stressful time. For 

others, flying was not an option; with closed borders and financial stress, they had to stick around 

experiencing the pandemic in a much more challenging way. As the literature and past research on 

international students' emotional challenges and social-emotional experiences expand, this paper explores 

how international students need to be better supported with the components of emotional intelligence. 

 

THEORETICAL CONSTRUCT 

Emotional Intelligence deals with stress management, effective communication, empathic concern, 

coping strategies, and conflict resolution. These are personal and professional significant parts of a person's 

life. International students have such usual and unusual situations to deal with, and EQ helps these 

newcomer students to increase their emotional self-awareness, emotional expression, and creativity; 

increase tolerance, trust, and integrity; improve relations; eventually, aid them in making social and 

psychological adjustments in this new place. Besides the academic perspective, "the emotional dimensions 

like self-awareness, controlling disruptive impulses, and managing interpersonal relations are key elements 

in regulating oneself" (Goleman, 2011, p. 9).  These are essential factors that are often ignored, which gave 

rise to the importance of this research. The institutions somewhat assure academic and curricular support, 

but the social and psychological provision is given little priority. The need for institutions to develop their 

mental and social policies is vital to meet the students' needs.  

The AUCCʼs (2011) Trends in Higher Education highlights the current scenario of Canada, stating 

that "Canadian universities are becoming increasingly internationalized; more universities are engaging in 

international research collaborations; more international students are coming from a larger number of 

countries" (p. 15). The same report cited data for 2010 when international students represented 

approximately 18% of full-time master's students. The greater representation of international students is at 

the graduate level. For example, visa students represent about 2% of full-time undergraduate students in 4-

year public universities and about 23% of full-time graduate students (AUCC, 2011). With the growing rate 

of the institutions' international programs and the more significant number of students traveling to Canada 

(Smith et al., 2013), universities need to support these international graduate students with their smooth 

settlement academically and psychosocial, non-academic issues. Hopefully, this study will encourage 

university policies to change to facilitate such students and include more emotional and social skills 

(significant components of EQ) into their international education policies. The study focuses on my auto-

ethnographic account to examine these emotional entities through my personal experiences.  

 

Research Question 

This study focused on an auto-ethnographic account of the learning experience and transitions of 

myself as an international graduate student to becoming a scholar within a new social and cultural context. 

This is an account of self-reflection on the socio-emotional challenges experienced during the transition to 

becoming a graduate student in Ontario, which informs the analysis. The current research focuses on this 

transitional journey in reflection to the context of the internationalization of higher education in Canada 

and will investigate the following research questions: 

 How did I cope as an international student in Ontario with the emotional and social adaptations I 

faced, and what supports did I get from my enrolled institution? 

 What were my key challenges, and how can the institutions in Ontario better assist the 

international students with their emotional and mental assimilation? 
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After coming to Ontario as an international graduate student, these research questions reflect on my 

personal experiences, thoughts, and understandings. This paper also focuses on my views and opinions 

regarding the institutional programs that helped me with my emotional and social transition and the school's 

lapses for future students. This comprehensive account of my auto-ethnography is composed of my 

chronicles regarding my socio-psychological trials and adjustments to explore these research questions. 

Following my reflections, different dimensions of EQ and auto-ethnography are described and used to 

develop a recommendation model for the students' future benefit in making smooth adjustments regarding 

their emotional and social pieces.    

 

RESEARCH METHOD  

Leading for Educational Lives and the Importance of Inviting Oneself Personally 

Every individual is primarily a leader of leading themselves. Only if someone is effective in leading 

oneself can he investigate coaching, managing, and mentoring others using the "L.I.V.E.S. model" (Novak 

et al., 2014, p.14). Leading oneself might seem an effortless job, but that's challenging as well. These 

elements promote the leaders' core authenticity in being more inviting to support the L.I.V.E.S. model and 

help maintain the fundamental consistency between one's values, goals, and actions. International students 

coming to Canada are leaders; they make decisions regarding academics, finances, and social community. 

They are leading themselves in understanding the new world that they are exposed to. 

They are motivating themselves intrinsically and continually trying to boost their inner self. When 

I reflect on the beginning phase of my adjustment period, I can vividly remember how I kept motivating 

myself with all the challenges. I was more compassionate to myself as well as others. I was treating myself 

with more kindness, compassion, and care. As Neff (2020) illustrates, being kind and compassionate to 

oneself adds to one's resilience during challenging times and helps one understand their self-worth. 

This idea of being one's leader and inviting oneself to live an educational life presented through the 

L.I.V.E.S. model aligning with the emotional intelligence elements can be vividly intertwined with this 

study. Knowing oneself better, foreseeing the possibilities ahead, and building the social connection is very 

helpful in the difficult phases, which are seamlessly applicable for international students. Treating oneself 

with kindness during a difficult time, believing for a better tomorrow, and extending empathy towards 

oneself and the surrounding community are helpful food for the international students in leading themselves 

through this challenging situation.   

Neff (2020) states that treating yourself with the same kind of kindness, care, and compassion as 

you would treat those you care about, your good friends, your loved ones is self-compassion. They also say 

that self-compassion also provides a sense of self-worth. It is intertwined with mindfulness, which assists 

in coping and the growth of resilience. These connect clearly to my own experience because the core of my 

coping strategies was resilience. Neff et al. (2020) presented a series of research on developing and 

validating the Self-Compassion Scale—Youth version (SCS-Y). Results show significant association with 

mindfulness, happiness, life satisfaction, depression, resilience, and achievement goal orientation in 

expected directions. Overall, findings suggest that the SCS-Y is a reliable and valid measure of self-

compassion for youths. Neff (2020) explores self-compassion and states that self-compassion means being 

kind and understanding to yourself when confronted with personal failure instead of mercilessly judging 

and criticizing yourself for various inadequacies or shortcomings. Giving up at the painful times of 

adjustment failures was something easier for me. Feeling that I was not fit for this new place was the most 

common thought inside my mind because I came from a completely different cultural and societal setting. 

I tried to treat myself with kindness, patience, and motivation, all aligned with the EQ areas to cope with 

my challenges. 

 

Account of Auto-Ethnography   

Autoethnography is an interpretive research method that studies social phenomena through the lens 

of the author/researcher’s personal experience. (Wall, 2010). Autoethnography is an innovative style of 

qualitative inquiry that has captured the attention of an ever-increasing number of scholars from various 

disciplines (Ellis, 2004). 
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Grounded in postmodern philosophy that makes room for diverse and nontraditional ways of 

knowing, autoethnographic work produces “highly personalized accounts that draw upon the experience of 

the author/researcher for the purposes of extending sociological understanding” (Sparkes, 2000, p. 21). 

Personal experience methods offer a new and unique vantage point to contribute to social science and 

education by considering “macro and micro linkages; structure, social reproduction, and social change” 

(Laslett, 1999, p. 392). An autoethnography helps reconcile the best ideas and combines the power of the 

personal perspective with the value of analysis and theory to advance our understandings in ways it might 

never have otherwise been. 

The following auto-ethnography account is based on my narratives regarding my experiences as an 

international student in Ontario. I shared instances of my challenges and the coping strategies I used to aid 

myself in the difficult times. I am a female international student from Bangladesh who came to Ontario to 

join the graduate school in an MEd program at a mid-sized Ontario University. I came to Canada in my 

mid-twenties, the first time away from home and family in a small country located in southeast Asia with 

a dominant Muslim population. In the beginning stages, my tenure in Ontario was full of emotional 

challenges because of severe stress and anxiety due to a situational uncertainty that I had to go through 

alone. It was my first experience living away from home and family, where I had to make all my decisions 

alone.  

Even before reaching Ontario, I struggled with the decision-making of which institution to choose. 

Some institutions had better recognition of their degree; some were cheaper in finances. Some displayed 

more support services for the international students, some were situated in a region with better conditions, 

and some offered more scholarships. At that time, I had my parents with me back home. After many 

considerations, we collectively chose my current university because of its suitable location, educational 

research recognition, and some factors like funding and scholarship. 

After the admission and the visa formalities, when I was all set for Canada, I was excited but equally 

drowned by the feeling of traveling alone and settling down in an unknown land. I had my family's constant 

support throughout; I talked to my mother over the phone for hours, sharing my anxieties. I spoke to my 

father and brother for advice regarding managing finances, how I adapt to this new country, and many other 

issues. The challenge was that they were in a different country and didn't know the actual scenario. So, the 

primary motivation had to come from my inner self. I had to come up with ways of coping effectively in 

this new environment new place, and I had to self-calm myself at those moments when I broke down 

completely. At that time, familial and social support was key in supporting my mental health. Research 

conducted with Canadian adolescent states that social knowledge and support help with emotional and 

spiritual understanding, strongly linked to positive school experiences (Bosacki et al., 2019a). 

Drawing on research that shows links between psychological and spiritual understanding and 

positive school experiences (Bosacki et al., 2019a) states that social experiences and school engagement 

help adolescents focus on self-reflection and self-compassion self-acceptance to fight against perceptions 

of loneliness.  

Rubin et al. (2014) state that humans tend to be deficient in applying their social skills and 

relationships during insecurity, anxiety, and loneliness. Anxious youths are hesitant to apply their coping 

skills leading to occurrences of unsociability. Research conducted by (Xiao et al., 2020) shows that this 

unsociability experience leads to peer rejection and subsequent loneliness. Unsociability refers to the social 

withdrawal associated with shyness-sensitivity, which is further connected to social, school, and 

psychological adjustment in adolescents (Liu et al., 2017).  Shyness tends to be associated with social and 

psychological problems, more evidently in adolescence. In contrast, unsociability was associated with 

problems more evidently across domains in childhood and adolescence. Liu et al. (2017) further illustrate 

both shyness and unsociability lead to adjustment difficulties because adolescent unsociability contributed 

to increases in loneliness via a pathway through peer rejection, and loneliness directly contributed to 

increases in unsociability.  

For me, the greatest assistance to fight my loneliness at that time was my friends. As (Bosacki et 

al., 2019b) stated, friendship helps buffer feelings of loneliness and strengthen the social experience of 

adolescents. My friends were also international students, mostly going through a similar situation. We tried 
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to create our community. We went to grab groceries together, we went to the bank together, and often, we 

just sat down together and shared our memories from home. That was so powerful. It gave me an emotional 

boost for which I never had to go to a professional counselor. We were counseling and compassionate to 

each other. At times we went to some of our faculty members and administrators to suggest our day-to-day 

decision-making. I was intrinsically motivated by my surrounding community, which can clearly connect 

to my EQ components. I would also say that elements like my self-regulation, self-awareness, social skill, 

and motivation, aroused me and encouraged me to overcome that fear and emotional stress. 

Jones (2020) states that students face cascading uncertainties about the school, the pandemic, racial 

unrest, and the future. Some school districts in California have incorporated mindfulness lessons to help 

young people learn strategies to deal with stress. I struggled to begin a doctoral program amid the pandemic 

and was often broken down. The feeling of isolation and anxiety was at its peak as the program started 

online. Besides being conscious about collaboration, I was also worried about the technological drawbacks 

of an intense online doctoral course. All these concerns were nerve-racking and stressful for international 

students being alone in a foreign country away from home in this traumatic period of the COVID-19 

pandemic when everything ahead seemed so uncertain. The exercise of quiet breathing and focusing on the 

present moment, mindfulness is a way to become aware of one's emotional state and usher in a calm sense 

(McClintock et al., 2019; Pang & Ruch, 2019). "The role of dispositional mindfulness and self-compassion 

is discussed as protective resources that could be utilized in times of stress" (Hwang et al., 2019, p. 1700). 

Dispositional mindfulness and self-compassion can assist students and educators in settling down in 

stressful situations within the educational surrounding. It can be incredibly helpful for young people to 

boost their attention skills and cope with stress through mindfulness sessions like yoga, tai chi, and other 

techniques to improve students' mental health. 

Tatter (2019) reflects on a new study conducted at a Boston charter school to explore mindfulness 

in the classroom. The study results suggest that mindfulness education — can reduce the adverse effects of 

stress and increase students' ability to stay engaged, helping them stay on track academically and avoid 

behavior problems. This study connects very well to my own experience as I struggled at my beginning 

phases in Canada and helped myself with meditation sessions, spiritual connection, and networking.  

After coming to Canada, I felt that I was drowned in the mid-ocean without even knowing the 

proper direction to the shore. Finding accommodation for myself, doing my daily groceries, and preparing 

my everyday meals were all tasks that I did for the first time as I was more of a spoon-fed child back home. 

These unfamiliar and novel conditions were very traumatic- it was deeply distressing and disturbing 

emotional experiences. Managing my finances for my living cost and my tuition fees was another massive 

trauma that I had to gear up with all the time within my mind. When I converted my first grocery cost into 

my own country's currency, I was just about to faint. Although the currency rate is a big issue, I also figured 

out that I went to one of Canada's most expensive groceries that I had no one to let me know about. I lived 

in the university residence for the first two months, but I had to leave to search for cheaper living due to 

higher costs. Every day after my classes, I had to walk around the whole town looking for houses, and as I 

mentioned before, I had no one to suggest anything. These were situations that pulled me down so often, 

made me cry, and lost all my hope, but then again, I tried to keep myself motivated by managing all those 

harmful disruptions. 

The academic transition was another big step that I had to take. The teaching curriculum, 

methodologies, and practices followed here are different from that in my country. Although I completed 

my O Levels and A Levels under the London Board of Examination from a private school in Bangladesh, 

I still had emotional challenges when I could not keep my expectations. For example, there were times 

when I broke down into tears, even in the classroom, because I could not understand what my professor 

wanted from my writing. Components of EQ like motivation, and self-management within myself assisted 

me in overcoming all those emotional collapses. To balance the academic pressure, I was trying to organize 

my workload by maintaining work logs and calendar tasks, which helped me feel less stressed and more in 

control. These were ways I tried to balance the academic challenges that led to emotional disturbances and 

other negative thoughts. I could only accomplish this balance with emotional intelligence elements- keeping 

myself motivated by maintaining these scheduled work logs.  
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Crucial phases of my learning journey also include interrupting cultural barriers and adjustments. 

The lifestyle, thoughts, standards, values, and perceptions of people who live in Canada are different from 

my homeland. Canada being a multicultural country, has people from all over the world. These mixed 

thoughts and culture's culmination give this place a completely different setting from a mono-cultural place. 

Culture shock is a challenge that most foreigners face while adjusting to the new cultural surrounding. I 

would say that cultural assimilation was one of the most disconcerting and challenging experiences I had 

to go through.  

"Why am I here?" This is the question Yi (2018) keeps on asking themselves throughout their 

journey in Canada. This question dragged me towards the article to relate it to my situation. They vividly 

illustrate the complicated interaction they had to make and the pedagogic transformation they went through 

during journey. Thomson and Esses's (2016) review on international student transition is another excellent 

secondary source that allows the reader to gain a broad perspective on the two primary acculturation 

domains, the sociological and the psychological (p. 874). They developed a program that paired newcomer 

international students with Canadian student mentors. These pairs met weekly throughout a semester, and 

international student participants completed measures at both the program's beginning and end. Program 

results showed that participants experienced positive sociocultural and psychological adaptation changes 

and reduced acculturative stress over time. 

Although I received some aid from my professors and administrative coordinator at my institution 

for the academic resolutions, it was not enough. I would also say that I was lucky enough to get over those 

educational gaps quickly, but I can still see some of my friends struggling with those academic struggles 

today when we are more than halfway through our program. These struggles lead to other emotional ordeals 

that are somewhat not addressed well by the institution.  

It would have been far better for me to manage my emotional strains and anxieties if my school had 

provided me with emotional support services like wellness workshops and mental health training for the 

primary assimilation period. The school can play a mediating role to help integrate international students 

in a more connected, inclusive, and unified way. The school can do much more for these international 

graduate students to help them cope with their emotional instabilities and breakdowns to help them 

transition.  

Tatter (2019), in their paper, includes recommendations from educators and leaders of mindfulness-

based education programs for implementing mindfulness in school and making time for staff and students 

to learn about mindfulness theory and science. Creating consistent space for mindfulness practice – like 

guided meditations — and approaches in the school day can positively affect the entire school culture, 

emphasizing acceptance, self-care, and empathy. To adopt mindfulness as a tool for mental health and 

happiness, students have to have space and time to practice it. 

Lei et al. (2015) discuss how international students feel comfortable having a partner from the local 

country beside them during traumatic events. The new students suffer from academic mismatch due to a 

vital change in curriculum and teaching style, and they also worry about their residence, food, and other 

expenses. Lei et al. (2015) state, "international students primarily struggle with social isolation" 

(Conclusion, para. 1). This endorsement vividly shows that schools can help these students by taking 

possible measures to come out of their alienation and emotional breakdown. The introduction of peer 

support, talking partners, and wellness workshops can be possible measures for these institutions to assist 

these international graduate students. 

Calder et al. (2016) highlight that the university services for international students should include 

pedagogical and curriculum support, designated support staff, academic advisers, and international clubs. 

The school should provide them with more support services with housing, finances, and other issues and 

make the students aware of the existing services. The policy refers to the services for some institutions, but 

the students are unaware of it. To aid these newcomer students, the school must provide them with a network 

both inside and outside the classroom to adapt to this new place by offering suggestions for these everyday 

problems.   

Although emotional and social cognition elements are individualistic, they can be cultivated by 

constructing a healthy setting with the help of proper methods and practices. Schools that are increasingly 



 45 

inclined towards internationalization should also provide appropriate support services to aid these 

international students in grooming their cognitive competencies and emotional aptitudes.  

 

RESULTS 

In their research, Feuerborn and Gueldner (2019) vividly develop the linkage between mindfulness-

based practices based on the social and emotional framework and academic, social, and emotional learning 

competency areas. Elements like self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, 

and responsible decision-making play a dominant role in shaping an individual's academic, emotional, and 

social self. Their qualitative exploration shows the linkages between these elements and how their 

integration in schools might stimulate trans-disciplinary dialogues. 

The auto-ethnographic analysis is based on the narrative account of my own experiences, which 

portrays the importance of EQ components in my life during the adjustment period. Here, I pulled instances 

of using self-regulation and self-awareness to overcome circumstances of emotional breakdown. These EQ 

components aided me in dealing with cultural obstacles, social barriers, and emotional disruptions. I feel 

that these aspects of EQ played a crucial role during my transition. My institution could have provided my 

friends and me with more services like therapy sessions, social clubs, conversation partners, and 

experiential educational tours to foster our emotional competencies to make our adaptation process 

smoother. 

During my first year as an international graduate student, I had to cope with my everyday stress to 

balance my emotions as I was going through adjustment challenges. Every evening I went out for a walk, 

strengthening my heart and mind by being closer to nature. I also watched some movies, especially 

comedies. Yim (2016) demonstrates that laughter is a positive sensation and seems a useful and healthy 

way to overcome stress. Furthermore, Gelkopf et al. (2006) researched to assess humorous movies' impact 

on psychopathology, anxiety, depression, anger, social functioning, insight, and the therapeutic alliance in 

a study group. Research results showed reduced psychopathology, anger, anxiety, and depression symptoms 

and improved social competence.  

Religion is another driving force in negative attitudes and assists in social inclusion. (Anderson & 

Deslandes, 2019; Cetin, 2019), I firmly believed so, and I often prayed, seeking some mental peace from 

God. According to Appel et al. (2019), strong spiritual connections lessons anxiety, which was true for me. 

Prayers strengthened my spiritual connections and helped me immensely when I felt anxious. Although I 

had academic pressure, I used to cook almost alternate evenings to keep myself occupied with something I 

love doing. Bjork (2019) suggested simple ways to relieve worry, stress, and anxiety, including yoga, 

aromatherapy, abdominal breathing, walking in nature, and listening to music. 

Something that helped me the most was my regular swimming session and sauna bath, after which 

I felt relaxed and refreshed. These are the activities that I carried out regularly to strengthen my inner self 

to fight my depression. It would be beneficial if my institution provided some yoga sessions, cookery 

classes, and poetry and drama clubs to boost my emotions and all these retreats. 

The connection between nature and companion animals often influences the emotional and mental 

world (Bosacki & Tardif-Williams, 2019). Their study explored how companion animal friendship, 

comfort, and bonding assists in children's mental state. Research results showed that higher levels of 

companion animal friendship reflected a greater level of mental stability. University programs should 

incorporate the use of therapy animals for a student during times of high stress in the academic year such 

as the use of 'Puppy Rooms' during exam time where students can visit with therapy animals and their 

trainers in a safe setting within the university campus. 

Meditation is another way of accelerating mental performance, and navigating through innumerable 

possibilities (Bamber & Morpeth, 2018; Patil, 2020). Spiritual and religious construction shapes our 

relationships with ourselves, tradition, and relationships with the surrounding people. Adams (2019) 

illustrates the importance of spiritual space and experiences provoked by nature. A moderated meditation 

model can add to psychological well-being, personal aspiration, learning environment, and meaning in life 

(Kong et al., 2019; Mairean et al., 2019; Zhang et al., 2019). In traumatic situations, regulating one's own 

emotions is crucial for every individual, which can be addressed institutionally. 
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Fredrickson et al. (2008) broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions asserts that people's daily 

experiences of positive emotions compound over time to build a variety of substantial personal resources 

(e.g., increased mindfulness, purpose in life, social support, and decreased illness symptoms).  In turn, 

these increments in personal resources predicted increased life satisfaction and reduced depressive 

symptoms. Self-compassion is another resource that increases positive emotions; it promotes response to 

adverse life events that leave individuals feeling stressed, angry, sad, or anxious (Odou & Brinker, 2015).  

Another study conducted by Lombas et al. (2019) focused on evaluating the efficacy of Happy 

Classroom Programs considering aspects like self-esteem, life satisfaction, relatedness, and emotional 

repair, in promoting psychological well-being and increasing the mindfulness level of students reducing 

aggression. Institutions should focus on creating conditions for the students' character building, compassion 

for self and other, cognitive development, life satisfaction, engagement, and actions, all of which are 

important in ensuring overall students' well-being (Odou & Brinker, 2015; Vracheva et al., 2019). 

These research studies suggest that universities should expand mental health programs to help 

international graduate students of all gender orientations cope with acculturation challenges. Theories 

suggest mental health education programs need to broaden and build on positive emotions to teach 

individuals to cope with everyday life, improve positive emotions and decrease negative emotions – past 

studies show that compared to mere cognitive distraction, programs that promote the combination of 

mindful activities with self-compassion are more likely to help to boost mood and improve well-being 

which connects to the auto-ethnographic log. 

 

DISCUSSION  

This study described the challenges of international graduate students with academic adjustments, 

social and cultural assimilation, and emotional and psychological breakdowns when they pursue their 

higher education in Ontario. My account as an international graduate student supports past research that 

suggests the need for universities to help international graduate students further develop their coping skills 

and emotional competencies to manage their acculturation experiences (Calder et al., 2016; Jin & Acharya, 

2020; Redden, 2019). For example, universities need to create support services that apply the theoretical 

framework of EQs to build mindfulness (Fredrickson et al., 2008; Jones, 2020; Tatter, 2019), self-

awareness, and self-compassion (Feuerborn & Gueldner, 2019; Odou & Brinker, 2015), and emotional 

regulation (Redden, 2019; Vracheva et al., 2019). Such programs will help international students manage 

the psychological stress experienced during their adjustment to a new school and cultural life. Building on 

past studies that show engagement in compassion and mindfulness programs often lead to increased well-

being and mental health (Feuerborn & Gueldner, 2019; Fredrickson et al., 2008; Lombas et al.,2019; Odou 

& Brinker, 2015), university services might include meditation sessions, art, and poetry clubs, culinary 

workshops, among others. Such programs may help international students feel less alone and gain social 

and emotional support. 

Government and educational institutions can reshape their strategies and can also assist the 

international students with services regarding immigration consultancies, tax submission, and health 

insurance, which are key in Ontario and might not be commonly done in some other countries (El Masri et 

al., 2015; Trilokekar & El Masri, 2016). From my auto-ethnographic account, EQ's dimensions, such as 

self-awareness and self-regulation, helped me make smoother adjustments and better cope with emotional 

challenges while settling into graduate school life at an Ontario university. 

With the strong focus on internationalization and international higher education, it is key that 

international students are better supported during their adjustment phases, including emotional, social, and 

cultural barriers. Along with all the other countries that are significantly focusing on the internationalization 

of higher education, Canada is also focusing significantly on internationalization strategies and goals. 

Canada’s International Education Strategy (2020) builds on the attributes that make Canada a powerhouse 

in international education: strong schools and programs of study; peaceful, welcoming, and diverse 

communities; an enviable quality of life; opportunities to work and start careers; and pathways to move 

forward and join the Canadian workforce.  
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As more countries recognize that international students represent an important source of revenue 

and human capital, and as more people worldwide study abroad, the sector has become increasingly 

competitive (Tight, 2021). In recent years, Canada’s traditional competitors (e.g., Australia, France, 

Germany, New Zealand, the United Kingdom, and the United States) and emerging ones (e.g., China, 

Malaysia) have invested more in marketing their educational offerings by the incorporating of more 

appealing programs (Ge & Ho, 2014), the inclusion of scholarly research provision (Weerakkody & Jerez, 

2018), and providing work opportunities in key global markets (Moore, 2018), particularly through the use 

of digital media. Even some of the non-traditional countries such as Iran are attracting more international 

students than projected (Tehran Times, 2021), taking the additional benefit of lower living costs and being 

geographically closer to the home countries of the international students (Collier, 2021; Kulkarni, 2021; 

Xu, 2021).  

In addition, in many traditional source countries such as China, Singapore, and Malaysia, 

international students are growing the capacity and quality of their education systems. Some universities in 

China, Japan, Singapore, and elsewhere in Asia rank among the world’s best and attract growing 

international students (Sidhu & Ishikawa, 2020; Yang et al., 2021; Zhang, 2021). A steady increase in the 

number of schools in Asia and Europe offering programs of study in English further intensifies the 

competition for international students. Canadian institutions and the government must address international 

students' emotional concerns in this competitive field of comparative and international higher education to 

help them better transition in this foreign country to adapt to academic and cultural changes. 

 

IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION 

This study describes one example of a personal account of the learning experience of one 

international graduate student's transition to becoming a scholar through several emotional challenges in 

dealing with academic differences, culture shock, language barriers, and financial constraints. Such findings 

support past research that shows international students studying abroad often experience emotional and 

mental health challenges such as experiences of depression, anxiety, and acute stress disorder (Calder et 

al., 2016; Hsiu-Fen, 2018; Thomson & Esses, 2016).  In sum, this study builds on and extends the research 

on international students' emotional and social learning experiences and positive mental health programs. 

This study supports the call for Canadian universities to improve their mental health support for all students 

and provide specific support specialized for international graduate students. 
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