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Abstract	

Global	student	mobility	is	growing	in	importance	as	students	increasingly	turn	their	interest	

worldwide.	International	student	spouses	and	their	personal	experiences	is	an	emerging	problem	of	

practice	in	higher	education	due	to	their	connection	to	international	student	retention	rates.	In	

particular,	what	support	systems	are	provided	to	this	demographic	is	especially	important.	

Interpretive	Phenomenological	Analysis	(IPA)	was	used	to	examine	international	student	spouses’	

perception	of	support	services	at	an	urban	private	institution	of	higher	education	in	the	United	

States.	A	qualitative	approach	addressed	the	following	research	question:	What	role	do	international	

student	spouses	perceive	institutions	of	higher	education	have	in	terms	of	offering	support	services?	

This	study	focused	on	five	international	student	spouses	who	came	to	the	United	States	on	F2	

dependent	visa	status.	

Keywords:	international	higher	education,	university	support	services,	international	student	

spouses	

	

Introduction	

For	the	first	time	in	decades,	new	international	student	enrollment	in	American	institutions	of	higher	

education	has	decreased	(Institute	of	International	Education	[IEE],	2018).	In	spite	of	this,	the	demographic	

still	is	considered	an	integral	part	of	higher	education	systems	(Bordoloi,	2015).	While	international	students	

benefit	greatly	during	their	time	abroad,	not	much	has	been	understood	about	the	same	for	spouses	(Bordoloi,	

2015;	De	Verthelyi,	1995)	lending	many	of	them	to	be	considered	the	“invisible	population”	(Teshome	&	Osei-
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Kofi,	2012).	IEE’s	“Open	Doors”	report	(2018)	does	not	mention	international	student	spouses	yet	they	have	

been	found	to	be	significant	to	higher	education	(Lin,	2018).	With	so	little	statistical	information	about	this	

demographic,	it	is	hard	to	determine	what	percentage	of	international	students	bring	spouses	with	them	in	

addition	to	knowing	the	exact	number	of	these	spouses.	However,	previous	literature	(Lei	et	al.,	2015;	Lin,	2018;	

Teshome	&	Osei,	2012)	has	shown	the	link	between	international	student	success	and	retention	rates	and	the	

successful	acculturation	of	international	student	spouses.	Emotional	support	and	encouragement	were	found	by	

Lynch	(2008)	to	be	major	factors	in	student	success	as	many	international	students	relied	on	emotional	support	

from	their	spouses	throughout	their	program.	However,	international	student	spouses	often	emphasized	lack	of	

institutional	support	systems	(Campbell	&	Prins,	2016)	and	many	found	themselves	oftentimes	left	alone	for	the	

majority	of	the	day	(Myers-Walls	et	al.,	2011).	Because	of	their	direct	link	to	international	student	retention	

(Martens	&	Grant,	2008),	it	is	important	to	learn	more	about	international	student	spouses	as	well	as	how	

institutions	can	better	support	them.		

While	the	majority	of	research	in	regards	to	international	student	spouses	have	been	focused	on	

acculturation	issues	(Bordoloi,	2015;	Campell	&	Prins,	2016;	Chen,	2009;	Cho	et	al.,	2006;	De	Verthelyi,	1995;	Kim,	

2006;	Kim,	2012;	Lei	et	al.,	2015;	Lin,	2018;	Marten	&	Grant,	2008;	Myers-Walls	et	al.,	2011;	Teshome	&	Osei-

Kofi,	2012;	Zhang	et	al.,	2011),	none	has	focused	specifically	on	support	systems	institutions	could	provide	to	this	

demographic.	The	purpose	of	this	study	was	to	investigate	individual	experiences	of	international	student	

spouses	to	understand	their	perceptions	of	university	support	systems	by	employing	Interpretative	

Phenomenological	Analysis	(IPA).	This	study	bridges	this	gap	in	literature	by	focusing	on	the	specific	support	

systems	international	student	spouses	desired	and	how	institutions	can	implement	such	services	by	answering	

the	research	question:	What	role	do	international	student	spouses	perceive	institutions	of	higher	education	have	

in	terms	of	offering	support	services?	

Methodology	

For	this	study,	the	researcher	wanted	to	know	what	role	do	international	student	spouses	

perceive	institutions	of	higher	education	have	in	terms	of	offering	support	services.	The	

international	program	office	at	the	research	site	sent	out	an	email	on	behalf	of	the	researcher	with	
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information	on	the	study	and	requesting	spouses	to	contact	the	research	directly	in	order	to	take	

part.	Five	participants	took	part	in	semi-structured	interviews	lasting	from	30	minutes	to	an	hour	

about	their	experiences	with	university	support	systems	while	in	F2	dependent	visa	status.	

Interviews	were	transcribed,	coded,	and	analyzed	by	the	researcher	with	transcripts	approved	by	

each	participant.	All	participants	were	married	to	current	international	students	enrolled	at	an	urban	

institution	of	higher	education	in	the	New	England	region	of	the	United	States,	and	had	been	in	F2	

dependent	visa	status.	F2	status	meant	they	are	a	dependent	of	an	international	student	who	was	

designated	as	F1	visa	status	(US	Department	of	State,	2019).	Two	participants	were	from	China,	one	

from	Egypt,	one	from	India,	and	one	from	Turkey.	This	small	pool	allowed	the	researcher	to	learn	

more	about	each	spouse’s	unique	experiences	with	dealing	with	support	services	at	the	institution.	

Three	out	of	the	five	participants	had	switched	their	visa	status	from	dependent	to	student	at	the	

time	of	the	interview.	

Theoretical	Framework	

Acculturation	theory	is	a	framework	important	to	many	researchers	who	wish	to	study	

international	education.	It	was	particularly	useful	when	trying	to	learn	more	about	the	cultural	

experiences	faced	by	spouses	of	international	students	while	adjusting	to	life	in	the	United	States.	

John	Berry’s	(1992)	model	in	regards	to	acculturation	theory	looks	at	the	phenomenon	in	a	holistic	

way	instead	of	looking	at	one	specific	component	which	benefits	this	study.	

The	bidimensional	model	of	acculturation	by	Berry	(1992)	worked	well	with	this	study	as	it	

involved	international	students	and	their	spouses.	Since	the	spouses	of	international	students	were	

oftentimes	in	touch	with	family	and	friends	still	in	their	home	country	(Park	et	al.,	2014),	it	was	easy	

to	assume	they	would	still	hold	on	to	cultural	aspects	of	their	homeland	and	their	new	country	for	

the	duration	of	their	stay.	This	specific	acculturation	model	allowed	the	researcher	to	take	those	

experience	into	account	while	collecting	data.	

Acculturation	theory	shaped	the	interview	questions	for	this	research	project	in	various	

forms.	First	of	all,	the	questions	were	formed	to	focus	directly	on	the	participants’	experiences	of	
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coming	to	the	United	States.	By	focusing	the	questions	on	their	own	unique	experiences,	

information	could	then	be	provided	to	institutions	of	higher	education	to	help	better	prepare	both	

the	institution	and	the	international	program	offices	in	general	in	how	to	better	recruit	and	retain	

international	students	and	their	families.	This	could	include	the	creation	of	specific	procedures	and	

programs	relating	directly	to	this	demographic.	

Procedures	

Interpretative	Phenomenological	Analysis	(IPA)	was	chosen	as	the	methodology	for	this	

research.	This	methodology	focused	on	perspective,	context,	and	interpretation.	IPA	was	defined	by	

Smith	(2004)	as	aiming	“to	explore	in	detail	participants’	personal	lived	experience	and	how	

participants	make	sense	of	that	personal	experience”	(p.	40).	In	addition,	the	focus	of	using	this	

unique	methodology	was	for	those	taking	part	in	the	study	to	create	an	understanding	of	each	

individual	experience	(Smith	et	al.,	2009).		Pietkiewicz	and	Smith	(2014)	regarded	the	primary	

concern	for	researchers	using	IPA	was	to	gather	rich,	detailed	first-person	accounts	of	unique	

experiences.	Data	was	collected	through	in-person	interviews,	the	most	popular	way	for	this	

methodology	(Pietkiewicz	&	Smith,	2014).	It	was	important	to	work	with	the	international	programs	

office	to	send	an	email	to	the	international	student	population	at	the	research	site	to	get	in	touch	

about	the	study.	Once	spouses	had	shown	interest,	interview	requests	were	made.		

Questions	were	open-ended	and	semi-structured	in	format	to	allow	informative	responses.	

This	allowed	participants	and	researcher	to	engage	in	meaningful	dialogue	in	real-time	(Pietkiewicz	

&	Smith,	2014).	Participants	signed	consent	forms	prior	to	interview	which	lent	credibility,	a	major	

component	of	IPA	(Lincoln	&	Guba,	1985).	Interviews	were	audio	recorded	and	transcribed	prior	to	

analysis.	After	the	completion	of	the	transcriptions	of	interviews,	participants	were	provided	with	a	

copy	to	review	for	accuracy	and	clarification	purposes.		During	the	analysis	process,	coding	was	

conducted	through	recognition	of	developing	emerging	themes	and	subthemes	from	the	transcripts.		

Data	Analysis	
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According	to	Smith	et	al.	(2009),	there	were	four	unique	characteristics	of	IPA	when	it	came	

to	data	analysis.	The	characteristics	were	movement	from	unique	experiences	from	one	participant	

to	what	is	shared	among	all	participants	of	the	study,	how	the	experience	is	described	moving	to	

how	the	same	experience	could	be	interpreted,	commitment	by	the	researcher	to	attempt	to	

understand	the	point	of	view	of	each	participant,	and	using	a	psychologically	focused	context	when	

looking	at	how	participants	make	meaning	of	their	experiences	(Smith	et	al.,	2009).	After	the	

completion	of	all	interviews,	the	audio	was	then	transcribed	into	a	word	document	format	for	

review.	For	the	purpose	of	this	research,	the	interview	audio	was	transcribed	using	a	program	called	

Temi.	Once	in	word	format	and	approved	by	the	participant	for	accuracy,	the	documents	were	then	

reviewed	to	begin	the	initial	coding	process.	It	was	important	for	the	researcher	to	conduct	the	

transcription	and	initial	coding	as	soon	as	possible	upon	the	completion	of	each	individual	interview.	

On	average	the	transcription	was	completed	and	emailed	to	the	participant	within	a	week	of	the	

interview.		

Reading	the	completed	transcripts	was	considered	the	next	step	of	the	process.	This	was	the	

first	step	of	the	analysis	process	of	the	study	and	is	done	to	make	sure	the	participants	were	the	

focus	(Smith	et	al.,	2009).	The	initial	readings	allowed	the	researcher	to	pick	up	on	unique	

experiences	and	their	importance	to	the	study.	Once	all	of	the	transcripts	had	been	read	through	

and	noted,	the	second	step	of	analysis	began.	The	transcripts	were	reread,	this	time	looking	for	

more	meaning	behind	the	interview	and	themes	were	noted.	This	was	known	as	coding.	The	method	

of	coding	was	used	while	analyzing	data	collected	from	the	proposed	research	study.	Specific	codes	

were	created	by	the	researcher	after	the	interviews	had	been	transcribed	in	order	to	identify	various	

themes	which	occurred	throughout	the	study.	After	each	of	the	interview	transcriptions	initially	had	

been	coded,	a	second	review	of	the	transcripts	occurred	to	allow	for	the	possibility	of	sub-codes	to	

be	created.	These	codes,	therefore,	began	to	show	common	themes	throughout	each	individual	

interview	conducted.	

Findings	
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Interviews	provided	detailed	experiences	from	spouses	allowing	key	themes	to	emerge.	

These	included	need	for	better	communication,	more	opportunities	for	integration	into	the	campus	

community,	creation	of	on-ground	support,	in	addition	to	new	findings	which	had	not	been	found	in	

previous	literature.		

Need	for	Better	Communication	

Participants	noted	consistently	the	lack	of	information	received	from	the	institution	in	

regards	to	support	services.	While	participants	did	not	receive	any	communication	from	the	

institution,	they	stressed	desire	for	that	to	change.	During	these	discussions,	welcome	letters,	email,	

and	website	communication	came	up	as	potential	ways	the	institution	could	provide	communication	

with	spouses.	Information	was	really	important	to	the	spouses	as	one	noted	“as	a	student	you	get	

everything	[emails],	but	as	a	spouse	of	the	student	–	nothing.”	Any	type	of	acknowledgement	from	

the	institution	was	highly	desired.	In	particular,	spouses	wanted	more	information	on	health	care,	

legal	support	(both	in	terms	of	immigration	and	domestic	violence),	programming	on	campus,	

language	programs,	obtaining	housing,	and	point	of	contact	at	the	institution	which	they	could	ask	

questions.	

Responses	aligned	with	previous	literature	noting	participants	felt,	similar	to	Campbell	and	

Prin’s	(2016)	study,	a	lack	of	institutional	support.	Participants	felt	there	were	no	services	besides	

providing	information	on	obtaining	visas	for	entry	into	the	United	States.	They	had	to	figure	out	

information	on	their	own	which	agreed	with	Akanawa’s	(2015)	study	in	which	spouses	of	

international	students	were	left	to	figure	support	services	out	without	any	help	from	institutions.	

More	Opportunities	for	Integration	into	Campus	Community	

Participants	emphasized	the	need	to	integrate	into	the	campus	community.	Similar	to	those	

in	Campbell	and	Prin’s	(2016)	study,	spouses	had	difficulty	integrating	into	the	local	community	in	

spite	of	attempting	to	find	and	use	community	resources.	In	particular,	participants	had	a	hard	time	

having	conversations	with	native	speakers	due	to	lack	of	confidence	in	their	own	language	skills	but	
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also	not	knowing	proper	cultural	etiquette.	This	was	in	alignment	with	De	Verthelyi’s	(1995)	study	

which	showed	lack	of	language	skills	prevented	social	interactions.	

In	addition,	the	majority	of	the	participants	wanted	to	gain	more	information	about	events	

going	on	around	campus.	As	one	questioned,	“Why	are	you	not	inviting	the	spouses?	Could	be	

educated	people	who	are	interested	in	seminars!”	Another	spouse	came	up	with	the	idea	being	able	

to	volunteer	at	such	events	as	“because	most	of	us,	we	won’t	just	want	to	stay	home	watching	

videos,	music,	and	cooking”.	

Another	way	participants	noted	as	an	opportunity	for	integration	into	the	campus	

community	was	by	allowing	spouses	to	have	an	identification	card	that	would	show	they	had	a	

connection	to	the	institution	and	would	allow	them	access	to	the	library	and	events	on	campus.	For	

example,	one	participant	suggested	“like	the	alumni	cards,	they’re	not,	for	example,	allowed	to	

enter	the	library,	but	they’re	allowed	to	do	other	stuff	or	they’re	recognized	as	just	an,	some	sort	of,	

you	know	what	I	mean.	You	exist.”	

Creation	of	On-Ground	Support	

Administrators	who	understood	unique	situations	facing	international	student	spouses	was	

strongly	desired.	One	participant	mentioned	lack	of	support	from	the	international	programs	office	

but	was	greatly	impressed	with	all	the	help	received	from	their	spouse’s	academic	department	

which	was	similar	to	Blount’s	(2008)	findings	of	institutional	administrators	made	a	huge	difference	

when	it	came	to	helping	spouses	with	cultural	adjustment.	All	participants	wanted	a	point	of	contact	

which	they	would	be	able	to	communicate	with	in	order	to	gain	information	on	various	topics	of	

importance	to	them	ranging	from	acculturation	issues	to	administrative	issues.	While	having	a	

designated	administrator	to	help	spouses	with	any	concerns	and	questions	they	might	have	is	ideal,	

simply	having	a	peer	mentor	could	do	much	in	terms	of	emotional	support	for	adjustment	to	their	

new	normal.	Peer	mentors	would	be	helpful	as	they	would	be	able	to	provide	guidance	from	a	

personal	perspective	rather	than	from	an	administrative	one	which	could	be	limited.	

New	Findings	
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This	study	unearthed	findings	not	previously	discussed	in	literature.	These	findings	included	

these	five	spouses	were	highly	educated,	needed	affordable	housing	options,	and	some	switched	

from	dependent	to	student	status	to	alleviate	stressors.	

Dependents	Are	Highly	Educated		

Participants	were	highly	educated,	included	those	with	advanced	degrees	and	working	in	

high	demand	fields	such	as	accounting,	finance,	and	government	affairs.	One	participant	had	their	

MBA	and	another	one	had	a	masters	in	engineering.	Both	of	them	had	decided	eventually	to	earn	

other	advanced	degrees	in	order	to	switch	to	student	visa	status	and	not	remain	in	dependent	

status.	One	was	working	on	another	masters	while	the	other	was	now	in	a	doctorate	program.	They	

were	not	traditional	subservient	partners.	Because	highly	educated,	they	were	able	to	articulate	

services	which	would	benefit	them	as	well	as	provide	suggestions	on	how	the	research	site	could	

implement	them.	

Need	for	Affordable	Housing		

Ideal	housing	was	found	to	be	difficult	to	obtain	due	to	restrictions	placed	by	visa	status.	

Many	participants	had	to	live	with	roommates	or	pay	more	to	live	by	themselves.	This	included	

having	to	live	in	outside	the	city	instead	of	campus.	On-campus	couple	housing	also	was	a	strong	

desire	by	participants.	Most	participants	noted	they	were	not	prepared	to	deal	with	the	high	

demand	rental	market	in	the	area.	As	one	noted:	

Of	course	things	are	more	expensive…	a	lot	more	expensive.	I	didn’t	feel	like	things	were	all	

set	for	us.	I	mean,	like	I	recall	my	father	always	talking	about	when	he	got	his	offer	to	the	PhD,	I	

know	that	was	like	25	years	ago	or	30	years	ago…	I	do	understand	that…	but	he	always	told	us	that	

they	already	had	the	housing	for	married	people	at	[the	institution	their	father	attended].		

It	was	clear	staying	on	campus	in	couples-designated	housing	would	be	ideal.	While	

dormitory	housing	for	international	students	perhaps	had	come	up	in	previous	literature,	it	has	not	

come	up	when	discussing	needs	of	international	student	spouses.	

Switching	from	Dependent	to	Student	Status	
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Three	participants	ended	up	switching	from	dependent	to	student	status.	It	is	important	to	

note	all	made	the	change	in	visa	status	not	to	further	their	education,	but	to	alleviate	stress	

restrictions	had	put	them	under.	One	of	the	participants	entered	a	doctorate	program	purely	to	get	

a	student	visa.	They	had	no	intentions	of	earning	a	doctorate	and	had	wanted	to	be	a	consultant.	

However,	they	could	not	handle	the	limitations	and	stressors	under	the	dependent	visa	so	they	

ended	up	applying	and	being	accepted	into	a	program	to	change	status.	All	three	participants	

received	no	information	on	how	to	switch	their	visa	status.	Participants	would	have	liked	to	know	

how	to	switch	status	if	one	had	decided	to	enroll	as	a	student.	Many	did	not	know	switching	their	

visa	status	could	be	an	option	and	would	provide	more	freedom	than	under	dependent	visa	status.	

Recommendations	

The	study	provided	a	wealth	of	knowledge	on	how	international	student	spouses	perceived	

support	services	at	a	specific	institution.	Creation	of	a	designated	institutional	administrator,	

designated	campus	housing,	and	identification	card	would	greatly	benefit	spouses	and	be	

implemented	without	major	issues.	

Designated	Institutional	Administrator		

One	idea	was	designating	an	administrator	as	a	point	of	contact	for	international	student	

spouses.	They	should	be	housed	in	the	international	programs	office	and	primarily	focus	on	working	

with	international	student	spouses.	However,	the	institution	might	not	have	financial	resources	or	

need	for	a	full-time	administrator	as	such	information	was	not	available.	In	this	case,	the	duty	could	

be	assigned	to	an	existing	departmental	administrator.	

Assessing	needs	of	international	student	spouses	would	be	imperative	to	this	role.	The	

administrator	would	be	in	charge	of	creating	an	assessment	plan	to	help	update	information	

international	student	spouses	would	need	communicated	to	them.	They	would	also	be	in	charge	of	

creating	support	services	such	as	volunteering,	mentorship,	and	social	offerings.	This	position	should	

be	looked	at	as	a	voice	for	these	spouses	and	fight	for	their	inclusion	when	dealing	with	issues	on	an	

institutional	level	and	would	be	a	direct	line	of	communication	between	the	institution	and	the	
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spouses.	This	administrator	could	also	help	students	navigate	the	difficult	legal	system	if	needed.	For	

instance,	as	one	participant	articulated,	spouses	might	need	help	switching	their	visa	status	from	

dependent	to	student,	or	might	need	information	on	how	to	obtain	a	divorce	or	protection	due	to	

domestic	violence	issues	which	they	considered	a	common	issue	for	international	students	and	their	

spouses.		

Couple	Designated	Campus	Housing		

Housing	was	a	particular	struggle	due	to	financial	costs	of	obtaining	housing	and	secondly,	

the	unavailability	of	couples	designated	on-campus	housing.	One	participant	was	shocked	to	find	out	

couples	housing	was	not	available	as	options	had	been	provided	other	places.	While	the	institution	

does	provide	housing	for	students,	those	who	were	married	were	not	allowed	to	take	advantage	of	

this	service.	A	portion	of	available	dormitory	space	should	be	designated	for	married	couples.	The	

institution	required	first	and	second	year	undergraduate	students	to	live	on	campus	in	dormitories.	

Releasing	second	year	students	from	the	requirement	of	living	on	campus	could	open	dormitory	

space	for	the	spouses	and	allow	traditional	undergraduate	students	more	flexibility	in	their	housing	

options.	

Identification	Cards	

One	of	the	most	important	ways	institutions	can	create	a	sense	of	community	with	

international	student	spouses	is	by	creating	a	spousal	identification	card.	Most	institutions	provide	

identification	cards	for	their	alumni	to	use	after	graduation.	Something	similar	could	easily	be	made	

available	to	spouses.	This	card	would	allow	spouses	to	feel	like	they	are	part	of	the	campus	

community	and	allow	them	to	easily	integrate	into	the	area.		

The	spousal	identification	card	would	allow	international	student	spouses	access	to	the	

institution’s	library	with	ease.	In	addition,	this	identification	card	would	make	it	easier	for	them	to	

attend	other	events,	such	as	concerts,	plays,	and	seminars,	on	campus	without	issue.	The	spouses	

could	use	the	card	in	order	to	get	student	discounts	as	well	whether	on	campus	or	off	campus	to	

events	such	as	museums	and	concerts.	Spouses	could	even	use	the	card	to	gain	access	to	the	
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campus	gym	if	they	agree	to	pay	a	monthly	or	semester	based	membership	fee.	This	way	the	

institution	could	make	some	additional	money	by	the	increased	revenue	from	the	gym,	while	

allowing	the	spouses	to	stay	together	when	using	facilities.		

Such	identification	card	would	also	come	in	handy	to	those	spouses	who	opt	to	take	

advantage	of	on	campus	couple	housing	once	such	is	enacted.	These	cards	would	allow	international	

student	spouses	access	to	the	dormitory	buildings	where	their	housing	is	located.	Security	is	an	

important	issue	in	large	cities	such	as	where	this	institution	is	located.	Spousal	identification	cards	

would	provide	an	extra	layer	of	security	by	only	allowing	those	who	should	be	in	the	building	instead	

of	having	to	wait	to	be	let	in.		

Lastly,	the	spousal	identification	card	could	allow	spouses	to	take	advantage	of	some	of	the	

services	already	being	offered	at	the	institution,	but	at	a	limited	capacity.	For	instance,	they	could	be	

able	to	join	social	groups	on	campus	whether	they	are	to	practice	their	English	language	skills,	social	

networking,	or	just	personal	passions.	By	having	the	identification	card,	the	support	services	at	the	

institution	knows	they	are	providing	information	to	a	spouse	of	a	current	student	and	not	someone	

who	found	their	way	to	campus	trying	to	take	advantage	of	services.	

Discussion	

The	main	goal	of	this	research	was	to	gain	information	on	international	spouses’	experiences	

with	support	services	at	institutions	of	higher	education.	The	findings	from	this	research	were	

interesting	because	it	gives	a	clearer	picture	how	international	student	spouses	perceive	

institutional	support	services	and	the	duty	institutions	have	to	provide	them	these	services.	In	

particular	interest	was	that	this	sample	showed	spouses	were	just	as	educated	and	ambitious	as	

their	student	partners.	They	were	not	traditional	home-makers	and	wanted	to	be	involved	in	the	

campus	community	and	longed	for	some	sort	of	connection	to	the	institution.	The	fact	the	majority	

of	the	participants	ended	up	enrolling	in	advanced	education	programs	in	order	to	relieve	stressors	

their	dependent	visa	status	had	put	on	them	shows	while	the	institution	was	providing	adequate	
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services	to	their	international	student	population,	these	services	were	not	being	reached	to	the	

spouses.	

Participants	were	especially	eager	to	offer	suggestions	on	how	the	institution	could	better	

support	them	during	their	time	in	the	United	States.	Because	they	were	highly	educated	already,	

they	knew	what	services	would	be	best	to	help	them	with	acculturation	and	provided	detailed	ways	

services	could	be	altered	to	improve.	On	the	other	end,	they	also	knew	and	recognized	that	they	

should	not	receive	every	single	service	being	offered	to	students,	such	as	access	to	classrooms	and	

courses,	but	felt	they	should	be	able	to	attend	student	events	such	as	seminars	

The	implications	are	massive	when	dealing	with	spouses	of	international	students	as	well	as	

the	field	of	international	education	as	a	whole.	Since	this	is	still	a	relatively	new	research	area	in	the	

field,	the	more	information	studies	can	bring	to	the	surface,	the	better	off	institutions	of	higher	

education	will	be	with	preparing	to	deal	with	this	underserved	demographic.	This	means	both	

administrators	and	faculty	in	the	field	of	higher	education	will	benefit	from	It	will	also	allow	for	other	

scholar-practitioners	who	might	not	originally	be	considering	going	into	the	field,	develop	interest	in	

conducting	their	own	research	projects	to	help	further	understanding	of	the	topic.	The	more	

information	coming	from	research	studies	will	only	lead	to	improvement	of	any	potential	

adjustment	issues	faced	by	international	students	as	well	as	their	families	which	then	has	the	

possibility	to	increase	international	student	retention	rates.	

Limitations	

Research	studies	are	not	perfect	and	oftentimes	have	limitations	to	them.	This	study	is	no	

different.	The	limitations	of	using	this	theory	was	it	focused	strictly	on	the	cultural	adjustment	of	the	

subjects	interviewed	and	did	not	take	into	effect	directly	any	other	potential	overlapping	themes.	

However,	the	researcher	was	able	to	make	educated	suggestions	on	what	these	institutions	should	

look	into	doing	based	upon	the	information	received	from	the	interviews	about	adjustment	issues	of	

international	student	spouses.		
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After	the	findings	of	the	study,	it	would	be	important	and	imperative	to	research	the	

effectiveness	of	the	proposed	changes	to	higher	education	institutions	when	it	comes	to	better	

supporting	the	spouses	of	international	students.	This	way,	research	can	be	done	to	show	what	

worked	and	what	did	not	work	when	it	came	to	helping	them	adjust	to	life	in	the	United	States	from	

an	institutional	perspective.	Doing	so	will	provide	a	whole	other	view	on	another	important	aspect	

of	acculturation	experiences.	

Conclusion	

Detailed	data	was	collected	from	interviewing	five	international	student	spouses	who	took	

part	in	the	study.	Communication	appeared	to	be	one	of	the	most	important	issues	to	participants.	

They	desired	any	sort	of	information	from	the	institution.	Lack	of	communication	was	one	of	the	

reasons	spouses	struggled	during	their	time	on	campus.	Spouses	were	not	made	aware	of	important	

topics	such	as	health	care,	housing,	and	campus	events	which	might	be	of	interest	to	them.	Such	

information	should	be	easily	and	readily	available	to	them.	As	one	participant	noted,	they	felt	

nonexistent	and	the	institution	“did	not	care	about	F2…	only	money”.	

Need	for	inclusion	into	the	campus	community	was	another	important	finding.	Since	

spouses	oftentimes	felt	isolated,	simply	knowing	about	events	such	as	seminars	and	other	social	

programs	would	have	made	them	feel	more	included	and	welcomed.	Participants	were	highly	

educated	and	were	interested	in	academic	seminars	and	presentations	on	campus.	However,	due	to	

the	lack	of	communication	from	the	institution,	they	were	not	made	aware	of	such	events	until	it	

was	too	late.	

Lack	of	communication	and	inclusion	for	international	student	spouses	came	down	to	the	

issue	there	was	no	on-ground	support.	If	an	administrator	focused	on	the	needs	of	international	

student	spouses,	they	would	be	able	to	develop	a	communication	strategy	in	addition	to	creating	

programing	to	help	with	inclusion	into	the	campus	community.	Participants	noted	they	struggled	

with	not	knowing	who	to	contact	if	they	had	any	questions,	especially	in	regards	to	health	care	and	

campus	related	issues.	All	of	those	issues	could	easily	be	resolved	if	an	administrator	was	appointed.	
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The	findings	showed	the	spouses	were	highly	educated	and	wanted	to	take	part	in	

educational	opportunities	such	as	seminars	on	campus	and	did	not	only	want	social	opportunities.	

Housing	options	was	another	big	concern	of	international	student	spouses	which	had	not	been	

talked	about	before,	including	the	desire	to	have	more	on	campus	housing	designated	purely	for	

married	couples.	Lastly,	no	previous	literature	had	brought	up	international	student	spouses	had	

ended	up	switching	their	visa	status	from	dependent	to	student	status	in	order	to	gain	some	more	

freedom	than	their	visa	allowed	upon	arrival	on	campus.	

Recommendations	for	Future	Research	

It	is	important	to	look	into	experiences	of	international	student	spouses	and	differences	

between	urban	and	rural	institutions	in	terms	of	support	services	as	this	study	focused	on	the	

experiences	of	those	related	to	a	private	urban	institution	in	the	United	States.	Researchers	should	

take	a	look	at	same	sex	marriages	or	male	spouses	in	particular.	The	majority	of	available	literature	

has	information	from	female	spouses	in	heterosexual	relationships.	With	growing	acceptance	of	

same-sex	marriages,	it	will	be	important	to	focus	on	support	services	which	could	be	offered	to	

international	student	spouses	in	the	LGBTQ	community.	In	addition,	traditionally	available	research	

has	not	strictly	looked	at	male	spouses	and	the	international	education	field	could	benefit	from	

looking	into	their	experiences	as	well.	This	could	be	due	to	the	fact	many	might	not	wish	to	

participate,	which	is	what	occurred	in	this	particular	research	study.	
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