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ABSTRACT: The rapid increase in international student recruitment in South
Korea has raised concerns about social-emotional support within higher
education institutions (HEIs). While research emphasizes academic adjustment
and cultural adaptation, less attention has been given to how institutional policies
shape international students' bicultural identity development. Therefore, this
study examines how policy discourse in a Korean HEI supports or constrains such
development through the lens of social and emotional learning (SEL). Drawing
on Berry's acculturation model and the bicultural identity integration (BII)
framework, this study uses critical discourse analysis (CDA) to examine three
types of institutional documents. The findings indicate that despite program-level
initiatives supporting students’ well-being, policy discourse prioritizes
institutional reputation, academic performance, and hierarchical governance,
limiting student participation and cross-cultural engagement necessary for
bicultural integration. The study calls for higher education policies that more
explicitly incorporate SEL principles to support international students’ identity
Jformation and well-being.
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INTRODUCTION

As globalization intensifies, studying abroad has become an increasingly
attractive educational pathway for university students worldwide (Wang et al.,
2024; Yang & Zeng, 2026). Within the broader massification of higher education,
many countries have adopted international student recruitment strategies to
strengthen national competitiveness and enhance institutional reputation (Kim &
Lee, 2006). In this context, South Korea has actively expanded its efforts to attract
international students as part of its broader higher education internationalization
agenda (Jon et al.,, 2014). As of 2024, approximately 200,000 international
students are enrolled in Korean higher education institutions (HEIs) (Korean
Ministry of Education, 2024).

While remarkable progress has been made in recruiting international students
among Korean HEIs (Ryu, 2024), concerns are growing that institutional policies
and practices do not sufficiently address the social and emotional needs of their
new student bodies (Jung & Kim, 2017). Studying abroad often involves a range
of challenges for international students, including separation from family,
adjustment to new cultural environments, meeting academic expectations, and
negotiating identities across both home and host cultures (Alharbi & Smith, 2018;
Smith & Khawaja, 2011). Social and emotional stressors, such as a limited sense
of belonging and alienation, further heighten international students’ vulnerability
to mental health challenges and academic disengagement. Recent scholarship has
highlighted the importance of providing institutional support in this context to
mitigate students’ struggles.

Despite the importance of international students’ well-being, host institutions
often fail to provide support systems to address social-emotional challenges (Lau
et al., 2018). In terms of scholarly work, most studies focus primarily on
individual-level adaptation processes, with comparatively limited attention to
how institutional internationalization policies shape the structural and discursive
environments in which international students’ identity development occurs. To
address this gap, this study investigates how a Korean HEI frames and supports
international students’ bicultural identity development through its institutional
policies and programmatic strategies. Specifically, the study analyzes various
institutional documents to explore how international students’ social and
emotional needs are acknowledged, supported, or constrained within the
university’s internationalization agenda. This study contributes to the
international student literature by demonstrating how institutional policies may
constrain opportunities for bicultural identity integration by prioritizing
managerial and reputational goals over social-emotional development.

This study addresses the following research questions:

1. How does a Korean HEI support international students’ development of
a healthy bicultural identity?
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2. What challenges and barriers prevent a Korean HEI from supporting
international students’ development of a healthy bicultural identity?

3. How is social and emotional learning (SEL) acknowledged in
institutional policies supporting international students’ bicultural
identity development?

Theoretical Framework

Social and Emotional Learning

Social and emotional learning (SEL) is the process of acquiring the mindset and
abilities required to process and regulate emotions, form wholesome bonds with
others, make moral choices, and accomplish individual and group objectives (Kim
et al., 2022; Lawson et al., 2019). According to the Collaborative for Academic
and Social and Emotional Learning (CASEL), SEL is defined as follows:
The process through which children and adults acquire and effectively apply the
knowledge, attitudes, and skills necessary to understand and manage emotions,
set and achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and
maintain positive relationships, and make responsible decisions. (CASEL, 2024).
Recent research highlights the potential of SEL frameworks to address
disparities in learning experiences related to identity, race, cultural background,
and socioeconomic status (Simion, 2023). SEL can serve as an important
framework for supporting students’ interpersonal development and emotional
well-being, particularly for those navigating complex cross-cultural environments.
In the context of international education, the five core SEL competences—self-
awareness, self-management, social awareness, relationship skills, and
responsible decision-making—can be particularly valuable for helping
international students navigate unfamiliar cultural environments and develop
meaningful connections within the host institution (CASEL, 2013).

Acculturation Model and Bicultural Identity Integration

The conceptualization of how international students manage their dual cultural
identities relies on the explicit bridging of Berry's (2019) acculturation model and
the construct of bicultural identity integration (BII) pioneered by Benet-Martinez
and Haritatos (2005). Berry’s (2019) foundational framework posits that
individuals from cultural minority groups negotiate two primary dimensions,
namely, the maintenance of their heritage culture and their participation in the
dominant host culture, yielding four potential outcomes: assimilation, separation,
marginalization, and integration. While Berry's (2019) model provides a
macrolevel taxonomy of acculturation orientations, BII (Benet-Martinez &
Haritatos 2005) specifically addresses how bicultural individuals perceive their
dual identities—whether they view them as compatible and blended or
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oppositional and distant. By engaging both traditions, this study utilizes Berry’s
(2019) framework to identify the broad acculturation strategies promoted by
institutional policies while employing BII (Benet-Martinez & Haritatos 2005) to
examine how these discourses facilitate or hinder the psychological blending of
students' heritage and host identities.

Synthesizing Theoretical Frameworks

Rather than functioning as parallel lenses, SEL (CASEL, 2024), the acculturation
model (Berry, 2019), and BII (Benet-Martinez & Haritatos 2005) operate
synergistically within this study to answer the research questions regarding
institutional support for bicultural identity development. The acculturation model
(Berry, 2019) and BII (Benet-Martinez & Haritatos 2005) provide a
developmental target, establishing that a healthy bicultural identity requires
individuals to perceive their heritage and host cultures as blended rather than
distant. SEL provides the pedagogical and interactive mechanisms necessary to
achieve this target, detailing the specific competencies (such as social awareness
and relationship building) that students must cultivate to successfully negotiate
their distinct cultural environments (CASEL, 2024). Analytically, this synthesis
allows for a nuanced reading of institutional discourse: if an institution's policy
language fails to acknowledge or systematically support SEL competencies, it
structurally impedes the student's ability to navigate the complex interpersonal
dynamics required for bicultural identity development. Thus, the integrated
framework enables the identification of a critical discursive gap, highlighting
instances where higher education policies may superficially demand cultural
integration (Berry's model) but simultaneously eliminate the social-emotional
structural support (SEL) needed for students to psychologically reconcile their
blended identities (BIIs).

LITERATURE REVIEW
Social and Emotional Learning in Higher Education Contexts

The practice of SEL and its positive impact are widely known in K-12 education,
yet its implications for higher education have not received sufficient attention.
Conley (2015) explained that social-emotional skills are relevant throughout the
lifespan and affect individuals differently across developmental periods. In the
college years, such skills play a significant role in students’ academic success,
retention, and overall well-being. Numerous studies (American College Health
Association [ACHA], 2021; Andrade, 2006; Conley et al, 2023) have
demonstrated that college students face challenges, including psychological
distress, emotion regulation and coping styles, social adjustment, and mental
health issues, because of changes in psychological, cognitive-affective, and social
adjustment (Conley et al., 2020). The promotion of social-emotional skills, such
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as emotional intelligence, self-efficacy, self-esteem, and resilience, has the
potential to mitigate psychological distress among students while enhancing
positive outcomes (Conley et al., 2023). For example, students who demonstrated
higher levels of resilience subsequently felt more adjusted to college, received
higher grades, and were more likely to endure academic setbacks.

For international students in HEIs, SELs can offer a specific kind of support
in identity development. Gaztambide-Fernandez (2009) explains that these
individuals have multiple identities that are developed and performed within
particular social and cultural contexts. The development of multiple identities
occurs as international students are exposed to cultural environments and
interactions different from their home culture and constantly organize and
reorganize their sense of who they are. International students who undergo
negative social-emotional experiences of rejection and alienation are likely to
struggle with an identity crisis, as they fail to establish belongingness to the host
culture, whereas those who successfully develop a sense of belonging and
meaningful friendship are more likely to develop a healthy bicultural identity.

International Students’ Experiences in Korean Higher Education

In a study by Jon et al. (2014), 425 international students reported the highest
levels of satisfaction with academic resources, university facilities, and professors
and instructors in Korean universities. In another study by Ko (2024), the findings
demonstrated that international students generally felt welcome by Korean faculty
and peers in an academic setting and maintained strong academic motivation
throughout their stay. While a few studies have shown that international students
have positive academic experiences, a significant body of literature reports
contrasting experiences in the social and emotional domains. Despite many
international students’ desires to build friendships with their Korean peers,
numerous studies have reported that such relationships are difficult to establish in
practice (Kim et al., 2007; Kim, 2009; Lim, 2009). For instance, international
students from Asian countries face greater adversities in forming positive social
relationships.

In Kim's (2013) study, participants from China reported having very few to
no friends, despite intentional efforts to establish friendships with Korean students.
Mongolian students in Yang and Kim's (2019) study also reported limited
interaction with their Korean peers and the absence of meaningful social
relationships. Lee and Lee (2024) surveyed more than 200 international students
and reported that they had an average of 3 or fewer Korean friends. In addition to
challenges within the social realm, international students also experience
psychological difficulties and emotional distress. Studies of international students'
experiences have discussed the emotional pressure created by new roles and
behavioral expectations, homesickness, and loneliness (Choi & Kim, 2014; Coles
& Swami, 2012). In a study by Song et al. (2020), international students expressed

109



Min and Titchener

dissatisfaction with their experience studying at a Korean HEI because of high
levels of stress and depression. Students reported that international students face
greater psychological challenges than domestic students do, as they have an
additional layer of cultural adjustment that significantly impacts students'
emotional experiences. These findings suggest that while international students
may experience relatively positive academic interactions, their broader social
integration within Korean HEIs remains constrained.

Social-Emotional Experiences and Bicultural Identity Development

International students often encounter complex social-emotional experiences
(Brunsting et al., 2024), and these students may enter higher education with
various cultural affiliations (Adewale et al., 2018). Social-emotional support is
often unavailable to international students who are far from home and family. In
the absence of such resources, being able to speak, behave, and engage in ways
that reflect the heritage culture is the only meaningful opportunity for
international students to actively express, rediscover, and affirm their authentic
cultural identity; moreover, maintaining their cultural heritage while adding new
understanding and experiences is the ideal outcome. Studies (Berry, 2005;
Sullivan & Kashubeck-West, 2015) have shown that positive social-emotional
experiences significantly contribute to the development of a healthy bicultural
identity because international students can feel safe to freely navigate various new
cultural identities only when they have already established a sense of belonging
and acceptance within a strong group of friends, which acts as a safety net and
gives them the courage to explore different identities without the pressure to trade
in self-ascribed identities.

Through positive social-emotional experiences, international students can
become what Carter (2003) describes as multicultural navigators—those who can
utilize multiple types of cultural capital through the “balancing act of maintaining
both dominant and nondominant cultural capital” (p. 139). Without positive
social-emotional experiences, a conflict between international students’ self-
ascribed identities and expectations established by the dominant culture will arise,
and ultimately, international students are prone to assimilating and conforming to
the host culture to avoid external pressure and discrimination (Castro-Olivo &
Merrell, 2012). Students’ identities conform to norms and standards that favor the
status quo and make them more or less like anybody else of the same race, class,
gender, or ability (Glass, 2005, p. 84).

More specifically, students are likely to experience a cultural identity crisis
through the process of assimilation, internalization, and/or double marginalization.
Whereas assimilation indicates a forced setting aside one’s cultural identity,
internalization is the deliberate embrace of stereotypes about one’s cultural
identity (Baumert et al., 2024). Although the latter is also involuntary, it still
allows individuals to lay some claim to their cultural identity. Furthermore, double
marginalization is a consequence that international students face when they fail to
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build meaningful relationships with peers and lack a sense of belonging to their
school but choose not to assimilate (Constantine et al., 2008).

Institutional Policies and Support for International Students

Adewale et al. (2018) highlight the significance of institutional support for their
international student bodies by stating the following:

Crafting adequate support for international students should
begin by understanding the complexities of their identities
beyond what passports and other institutionalized data
capture. A genuine interest in who they are will further endear
the institution of the students, making them feel that they
matter to the institution. (p. 879)

International students face language barriers, cultural differences, and
difficulties in forming social relationships as major challenges in Korean higher
education institutions (Alharbi & Smith, 2018; Kim, 2009; Smith & Khawaja,
2011). However, framing these challenges solely as individual student deficits
risks reinforcing a hegemonic institutional discourse that places the primary
responsibility for adaptation primarily on international students themselves
(Barnes, 2019; Lander, 2016). Furthermore, studies (Bae & Hong, 2013; Yoo &
Kim, 2022) have shown that it is not students’ individual capabilities but
institutional support that directly affects students’ participation and satisfaction
levels in university life. Therefore, analyzing policy documents and institutional
strategies is crucial to gaining important insights into how universities
conceptualize their responsibilities toward international students.

Existing research suggests that institutional support for international students
in Korean HEIs often remains limited. For example, studies examining
international students’ perceptions of Korean universities have indicated that
many students do not receive sufficient support to adapt to the academic and social
environment successfully (Kim et al., 2021; Merola et al., 2019; Penman et al.,
2021). Jung and Kim (2017) argue that many universities rely primarily on
standardized national policies that focus on administrative requirements, such as
visa compliance, rather than broader aspects of student well-being. Similarly, Kim
(2016) identifies a gap between institutional policy commitments and the actual
support provided to international students. Taken together, these studies suggest
that institutional policy discourse in Korean higher education explicitly addresses
international students’ social-emotional well-being and bicultural identity
development.
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METHODOLOGY
Data collection

This study purposely selected a Korean HEI with a rapidly expanding
international student population and publicly articulated internationalization
strategies, as it provides a relevant case for examining how internationalization
discourse is constructed within institutional policy documents. From the
institution, three types of documents were chosen by researchers: 1) official policy
on international student management, 2) globalization strategies and international
program plans, and 3) two informational brochures produced by the university’s
international colleges. Analyzing multiple types of documents enables cross-
source comparison, allowing researchers to identify recurring patterns and themes
across institutional texts and thereby strengthening the validity of the analysis
(Saldafia, 2009). The documents were analyzed in their original Korean versions
to capture culture-specific discursive features, with English translations used for
comparative verification. This dual-language approach allowed the researcher to
identify nuances in “translated” institutional identities, ensuring that the
discursive analysis accounted for how the institution represents itself to different
linguistic audiences.

The policy document, titled Regulations on the Management of International
Students, outlines the institutional framework governing international student
administration. The document includes sections addressing the policy’s purpose,
definitions of international students, exchange program objectives, eligibility
requirements, admission criteria, duration of study and student status, scholarship
and student benefit provisions, codes of conduct, insurance enrollment and claims
procedures, and additional administrative regulations. The second document,
titled Globalization Strategies and International Program Plan, presents the
university’s institutional profile, educational goals, and strategic initiatives related
to internationalization. The document specifically outlines the institution’s efforts
to expand global partnerships and enhance support services for international
students. The third set of documents consists of informational brochures produced
by two international colleges within the university foundation. Although the
foundation includes five colleges, the present study focuses on brochures from
two colleges that host the largest proportion of international students, with
international enrollment exceeding 75 percent. These brochures provide essential
information for prospective and current students, including descriptions of
academic programs, campus life, student services, extracurricular activities, and
health-related resources.

Data Analysis

The data were analyzed using critical discourse analysis (CDA), a qualitative
method that examines how language within institutional texts reflects and
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reproduces broader social structures, power relations, and ideological
assumptions. This study employs critical discourse analysis (CDA) as the primary
methodological framework, specifically in accordance with Fairclough’s (2003)
three-dimensional model. CDA is uniquely suited for this study, as it moves
beyond descriptive content analysis to examine how language functions as a social
practice that reflects and reproduces power relations within institutional structures.
Following Fairclough (2003), the analysis is conducted across three interrelated
dimensions. First, the textual dimension is a microlevel analysis focusing on
formal linguistic features such as vocabulary, grammar, modality, and text
structure. Second, the discursive practice dimension is an examination of how the
texts are produced, distributed, and consumed within the university context. Third,
the social practice dimension is a macrolevel analysis exploring how these
discourses relate to broader ideological structures, such as the marketization of
higher education and neoliberal internationalization rationales.

The analysis followed an iterative and recursive process grounded in
Fairclough’s (2003) three-dimensional framework to ensure a systematic
transition from textual description to social explanation. Initially, the researcher
conducted a preliminary structural mapping of the documents to identify the
specific genres and their intended audiences within the institutional hierarchy.
This was followed by a phase of open coding at the textual level, where a line-by-
line examination focused on specific lexical choices and the use of modality to
identify how authority and student identities were linguistically constructed.
These initial codes were subsequently organized through axial coding at the
discursive level to identify recurring categories such as “administrative regulation”
and “reputational management”. These categories were then synthesized into
broader analytical themes by examining them through the theoretical lenses of
social and emotional learning (SEL) and bicultural identity integration (BII) to
determine how institutional language supports or constrains student development.
Throughout this process, the researcher maintained analytical credibility by
employing a constant comparative method, moving back and forth between the
raw data and the emerging themes to ensure that the findings remained deeply
rooted in the analyzed texts.

Example of CDA Analysis

To demonstrate the methodological transition from specific textual features to
broader thematic claims, the researcher conducted a multilayered analysis of a
representative clause from the university regulations stating that the president of
the university shall determine the status and regulations regarding the
management of international students. In the textual dimension, the microanalysis
reveals the use of the deontic modal verb “shall” combined with the active subject
of “the president,” which linguistically establishes an authoritative and top-down
power dynamic. Furthermore, the lexical choice of “management” rather than
“support” or “engagement” nominalizes international students as objects of
113
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administrative oversight rather than as active participants in the academic
community. In the discursive practice dimension, this clause functions within a
regulatory genre to consolidate decision-making power within senior leadership,
effectively silencing student voices and removing opportunities for collaborative
governance. Finally, in the social practice dimension, this linguistic construction
is explained as a “Separation” discourse that creates a symbolic barrier between
the social structures of the student and the host institution. By framing the
international student primarily as an administrative subject to be managed, the
institution reinforces the “symbolic-versus-substantive” inclusion gap and
constrains the interpersonal connections necessary for successful bicultural
identity integration.

FINDINGS

The analysis of institutional documents revealed several recurring discursive
patterns regarding how the university conceptualizes international students and
internationalization. Seven themes emerged from the analysis: hierarchical
governance structures, managerial discourse surrounding international students,
institutional reputation, academic prioritization, educational goals, globalization
narratives, and institutional support programs.

Theme 1: Hierarchical Institutional Structure

The Regulations on the Management of International Students policy document
clearly reflects a hierarchical governance structure that centralizes decision-
making authority within senior leadership. The policy repeatedly emphasizes that
key decisions are made at the highest administrative level. For example, several
clauses state that “the President of the University shall decide” or “the President
of the University shall determine.” Such wording constructs institutional authority
as highly centralized, positioning senior leadership as the primary locus of
decision-making power. While consultation with other administrative units may
occur, the policy language suggests that the ultimate authority rests with top-level
administrators. From a discourse perspective, this hierarchical framing may limit
the visibility of student participation in institutional decision-making processes.
The absence of language-referencing student consultation or participation
suggests that international students are largely positioned as recipients of
institutional decisions rather than as active participants in shaping policy.

Theme 2: Managerial Framing of International Students

Another prominent feature of the policy document is the frequent use of
managerial terminology when international students are referred to. Phrases such
as “management of international students” and “regulations on management”
appeared repeatedly throughout the policy. The emphasis on management focuses
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on international students primarily as administrative subjects requiring regulation
and oversight rather than as members of the university community requiring
holistic support. The managerial discourse positions institutional actors as
regulators responsible for maintaining organizational order and compliance with
policy requirements. Such framing may reflect a broader institutional orientation
toward administrative efficiency and regulatory compliance rather than toward
student-centered support systems. Within this discourse, international students are
implicitly positioned as individuals to be supervised and managed rather than
supported in their social and emotional development.

Theme 3: Institutional Reputation and International Standing

Institutional reputation emerged as another dominant theme, as several statements
across the documents emphasize the importance of maintaining the university’s
international reputation and institutional standing. For example, phrases such as
“enhance the international standing of the University” and references to policy
compliance to “ensure the reputation of the institution” appear consistently. This
emphasis suggests that internationalization is closely linked to institutional
prestige and global competitiveness. The language frames international student
recruitment and management as part of a broader strategy to strengthen the
university’s international image. While such goals align with global trends in
higher education internationalization, the discourse places greater emphasis on
institutional reputation than on the social or developmental needs of international
students.

Theme 4: Academic Prioritization in Institutional Messaging

The brochures produced by the university’s international colleges highlight
academic programs, departmental strengths, and global partnerships while
providing detailed information about each component. In contrast, information
concerning international students’ cultural adjustment and social experiences is
relatively limited. References to cultural engagement opportunities and student
life activities appear only briefly toward the end of the brochures. As a result, the
materials foreground academic achievement and institutional prestige while
providing relatively little information about social support systems or
opportunities for cross-cultural engagement. This imbalance suggests that
international students are positioned primarily as participants in academic
programs rather than as individuals navigating complex social and cultural
transitions.
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Theme 5: Institutional Educational Goals

The Globalization Strategies and International Program Plan document outlines
the university’s long-term vision of developing “global individuals” equipped
with comprehensive skills for the global workforce over the next 20 to 30 years.
To achieve this goal, the university proposes fostering seven core competencies
among students. Two of these competencies—social understanding and
relationship skills—as well as morality and character—may be related to students’
social-emotional development and identity formation. However, the document
provides a minimal explanation of how these competencies will be cultivated by
the university and put into practice. In contrast, the remaining competencies—
such as analytical thinking, scientific reasoning, humanistic literacy, a global
mindset, and professional creativity—are accompanied by detailed
implementation strategies. For example, the university outlines 39 competency-
based educational programs designed to foster analytical and scientific thinking,
while specific academic departments are designed to cultivate global and
professional competencies. The uneven level of detail across competencies
suggests that the institution prioritizes career preparation and workforce readiness.
Moreover, aspects related to social-emotional development and identity formation
receive less institutional attention.

Theme 6: Globalization as Institutional Expansion

The discourse of globalization frequently appears throughout the
Globalization Strategies and International Program Plan. The document
highlights two primary indicators of globalization success: the expansion of
global education programs and the growth in international student enrollment.
Between 2022 and 2023, the number of global programs increased from 15 to 19,
while international student enrollment rose from 657 to 690 students. Universities
attribute these increases to initiatives such as foreign language programs,
collaborative research partnerships with overseas institutions, shared educational
resources, and collaborative online courses. Within this framework, globalization
is measured primarily through quantitative indicators such as program expansion
and student recruitment. The emphasis on enrollment growth and program
numbers suggests that internationalization is framed largely as institutional
expansion rather than as a process of fostering intercultural engagement or
supporting international students’ developmental experiences.

Some initiatives appear more closely connected to cross-cultural engagement.
For example, a Korean culture learning program aims to facilitate cultural
exchange through events such as cultural festivals and excursions held
approximately six times per year. Similarly, an English debate program provides
students with opportunities to discuss global topics. However, the stated purpose
of the debate program focuses primarily on improving English proficiency rather
than promoting intercultural dialog or identity exploration.
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Theme 7: Institutional Support Programs for International Students

The Globalization Strategies and International Program Plan outlines future
initiatives to enhance support services for international programs. Establishing a
Korean language institute aims to improve students’ proficiency in Korean
through conversational practice and academic language training. One branch of
the program includes one-on-one conversation sessions with Korean instructors,
while the other, which focuses on community engagement activities, is designed
to encourage practical language use. Another plan is to launch safety education
programs covering crime prevention, traffic safety, and infectious disease
prevention. These programs are intended to provide essential information to help
international students navigate life in Korea. The university also plans to
introduce orientation sessions and distribute multilingual student life guidebooks
to support students’ transition to campus life.

Finally, housing support initiatives include expanded staffing in international
student dormitories and the establishment of a floor representative system
designed to improve emergency response and student assistance. Although these
initiatives demonstrate institutional recognition of international students’
practical needs, the programs focus primarily on language acquisition, safety, and
administrative adjustment while paying less attention to opportunities for social-
emotional development.

DISCUSSION

According to the acculturation model (Berry, 2019) and bicultural identity
integration (BII; Benet-Martinez & Haritatos, 2005), the development of a healthy
bicultural identity depends largely on the extent to which individuals can maintain
identification with their culture of origin while simultaneously engaging with the
dominant culture of the host society. The findings of this study suggest that the
Korean higher education institution examined offers some programmatic
opportunities that may facilitate aspects of bicultural identity development, yet
several institutional and discursive barriers limit the effectiveness of these
initiatives.

Institutional Support for Bicultural Identity Development

The findings indicate that support for international students’ bicultural identity
development occurs primarily at the program level rather than through
institutional policy frameworks. The Globalization Strategies and International
Program Plan outlines long-term educational goals aimed at fostering core
competencies in social understanding and relationship skills, as well as morality
and character, among students. These competencies align with CASEL’s (2013)
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core SEL domains of self-awareness, social awareness, and relationship skills,
which may contribute to students’ interpersonal development (Dumbuya, 2025).

Several programs outlined in institutional documents may also offer
international students the opportunity to engage in intercultural dialog. For
example, English debate programs could allow international students to discuss
global topics. Moreover, they are integrating lived experiences from their home
countries, thereby actively affirming their original cultural identity through their
own voices (Berry, 2005). Additionally, the proposed Korean language and
culture programs can support international students’ engagement with the host
culture by helping them develop familiarity with local cultural norms and expand
their access to cultural resources within the host institution. If these initiatives
provide meaningful opportunities for interaction and reflection, they could
support students in navigating what Carter (2005) describes as the “balancing act”
of maintaining both dominant and nondominant cultural capital.

Institutional Barriers to Bicultural Identity Development

Despite these program-level initiatives, several structural and discursive features
of institutional documents suggest potential barriers to international students’
bicultural identity development. One prominent challenge is the hierarchical
governance structure reflected in the Regulations on the Management of
International Students policy document. The policy’s language emphasizes
centralized authority and top-down decision-making, with senior leadership as the
primary actor responsible for determining institutional actions. Such governance
structures limit students' opportunities to participate in institutional decision-
making processes. Furthermore, positioning international students as subjects of
policy rather than as contributors to institutional discourse constrains
opportunities for student voice and representation. Limited participation in
institutional governance ultimately leads to feelings of marginalization among
students, particularly for those from minority or international backgrounds
(Caetano et al., 2020).

Another barrier concerns the institution’s broader internationalization
strategy. The policy discourse examined in this study placed significant emphasis
on measurable indicators such as international student recruitment, program
expansion, and workforce preparation. Such an instrumental framing of
internationalization reflects that the institution’s internationalization agenda is
focused on economic competitiveness and institutional prestige. Moreover,
relatively little attention is given to structured opportunities for intercultural
engagement, identity exploration, or emotional adjustment. The absence of
support systems and intentional structures that sustain both heritage identity
maintenance and host-culture engagement is likely to overshadow international
students’ social-emotional needs while limiting the development of balanced
bicultural identities.

118



Journal of International Students 16(18)

Recognition of Social and Emotional Learning in Institutional Policy

Although the institutional documents analyzed in this study do not explicitly
reference the SEL framework (CASEL, 2024), several initiatives suggest implicit
recognition of the importance of social-emotional support for international
students. Unlike existing policy documents and promotional brochures—which
emphasize primarily administrative management and academic programs—the
Globalization Strategies and International Program Plan proposes several
initiatives designed to enhance international students’ well-being. For example,
the new Korean Language Institute aims not only to provide Korean classes but
also to develop a community engagement program designed to involve
international students in connection-building with local neighbors and to foster a
sense of belonging to the community.

Such an initiative aligns with SEL values by highlighting the importance of
social interaction and emotional competence in students’ personal growth
(Dumbuya, 2025; Lerner et al., 2024). Furthermore, safety education, daily life
support, and housing support programs will be implemented in the near future,
indicating that the institution is beginning to acknowledge international students’
practical challenges. These programs can help students navigate daily life in the
host country and reduce the uncertainties associated with studying abroad.

Students studying abroad are already destined to navigate multiple social
expectations and norms, indicating that negotiating their cultural identities is an
inevitable transition (Castro-Olivo & Merrell, 2012; Garner et al., 2014). Without
explicit institutional recognition of such complex experiences, opportunities to
support international students’ bicultural identity development remain limited.
There were a few program-level initiatives throughout the analyzed documents
that indirectly supported aspects of SEL. However, the broader institutional
framework does not appear to systematically consider international students’
social-emotional well-being in its internationalization strategy. Concepts of
bicultural identity and social-emotional well-being were largely absent from the
policy discourse, and similar ideas were not found in the purpose or description
of student programs. The findings therefore suggest that Korean HEIs have yet to
integrate SEL dimensions into their internationalization frameworks, and there is
an apparent lack of understanding of the significance of international students’
healthy bicultural identity development.

CONCLUSION

The rapid internationalization of higher education has led universities worldwide
to recruit international students as part of broader strategies to enhance
institutional competitiveness and global visibility. In Korea, these efforts have
contributed to substantial growth in international student enrollment. However,
the findings of this study suggest that institutional internationalization policies
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and strategic narratives do not always fully address the social-emotional and
identity-related dimensions of international students’ experiences. By examining
the discursive construction of international student support within institutional
policy documents and promotion materials, this study highlights how institutional
narratives shape the conditions under which bicultural identity development and
social-emotional well-being may occur.

This study contributes to the literature on international students by integrating
the bicultural identity framework (Berry, 2019) with the SEL model (CASEL,
2024). While prior research has largely focused on international students’
psychological adjustment and sociocultural adaptation, this study focuses on the
institutional policy environment that structures these experiences. The analysis
demonstrates that institutional discourses of internationalization frequently
emphasize recruitment expansion, global competitiveness, and institutional
reputation while providing comparatively limited attention to the social-
emotional development and identity negotiation of international students.

These findings suggest that universities’ internationalization strategies may
benefit from adopting a more holistic approach to international student support.
Integrating principles associated with the SEL framework (CASEL, 2024) into
institutional policies could help create environments that foster intercultural
engagement, belonging, and bicultural identity development. More broadly,
aligning internationalization strategies with the developmental needs of
international students contributes not only to students’ well-being but also to more
inclusive and sustainable forms of global engagement in higher education.
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