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Although research has extensively documented
international students’ adjustment and accultura-
tion challenges, the role of academic advising in
assisting with such challenges has received scarce
empirical attention. This phenomenological study
explored how international students’ communica-
tions with their academic advisors influenced their
educational adjustment and growth in a university
setting. Semi structured interviews with 15 interna-
tional students revealed three overarching themes:
advisor-advisee interactions, quality of information,
and advising limits vis-a-vis international student
issues. Using validation theory, this study’s discus-
sion and recommendations centered on advising
practices that fostered or hindered international
students’ perceptions of academic advising.
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International students maintain a sizeable
presence in U.S. higher education. An Open
Doors’ estimate for the 2021-2022 academic
year shows 948,519 international students pur-
sued their studies in the U.S., a 3.8% increase
from 2020-2021, likely from receding restric-
tions related to the COVID-19 pandemic (Insti-
tute of International Education, 2022). Given that
U.S. higher education has attracted international
students for decades, research has extensively
documented their adjustment and acculturation
challenges (Bista, 2015).

Although all students undergo varying levels
of adjustment to higher education life and cul-
ture, international students’ educational and cul-
tural backgrounds typically exacerbate common
stressors such as academic challenges, social iso-
lation, and financial strain (Andrade, 2006;
Andrade & Evans, 2009; Shu et al., 2020). While
domestic students also face these stressors, con-
cerns regarding English language proficiency
increase international students’ anxiety about the
language demands of their coursework and their
interactions with professors and domestic peers
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(Scheyvens et al., 2003). Because of cross-cultural
differences, international students must also navi-
gate different educational norms (e.g., appropriate
student-professor interactions and classroom
expectations) that domestic students may not face
(Ng, 2006). Additionally, international students lack
access to most forms of financial aid and student
loans because of their visa status.

Given the unique stressors international students
typically face, the effectiveness of their support sys-
tems influences how well they adjust to and grow in
their academic environment (Bhochhibhoya et al.,
2017). Despite the large body of research on inter-
national students’ adjustment and acculturation
challenges, the role of academic advising in assist-
ing with these challenges has received scarce empir-
ical attention (Zhang, 2016). Academic and faculty
advisors are among the most student-facing admin-
istrators on campus and provide vital information
on curricular requirements, course selection, and
scheduling (Gordon et al., 2011). Thus, international
students’ first interactions with their academic advi-
sors lay the foundation for how they perceive the
importance of academic advising and whether they
will pursue deeper conversations about academic
and professional development.

Many international students begin their studies
with insufficient understanding or unrealistic expec-
tations of academic advising (Zhang & Dinh,
2017). The few relevant studies suggest that interna-
tional students come to value the advisor-advisee
relationship and regard academic advising as a criti-
cal knowledge resource as they navigate their
adjustment and growth in their academic environ-
ment (Zhang, 2016). However, additional studies
on international students’ lived academic advising
experiences could reveal different factors that lead
them to this same conclusion. This qualitative
research study expands on Zhang’s (2016) work by
exploring how international undergraduate students’
experiences with academic advising influence their
adjustment to and growth in a university environ-
ment. Understanding how international students’
academic advising experiences validate or invali-
date their adjustment can help academic advisors
better understand and meet international students’
advising needs.
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Literature Review
Many studies have explored international stu-
dents’ adjustment and growth in educational envi-
ronments. Few have focused on academic advising.
This review organizes pertinent studies into two
categories: academic advising as a vital resource
and advising communications.

Academic Advising as a Vital Resource

Students generally perceive academic advis-
ing as a vital resource for their adjustment to edu-
cational environments and academic growth
(Campbell & Nutt, 2008; Packard & Jeffers,
2013). Zhai’s (2004) qualitative study found that
although most participating international students
primarily sought advice from family and friends,
others noted that academic advising was an
important resource. The findings suggested that
if international students fully understand the role
of academic advising, they may seek it more fre-
quently than friends and relatives.

Lau et al. (2019) found that the use of univer-
sity resources such as academic advising is posi-
tively correlated with international students’
sense of belonging. However, only half of their
study’s sample indicated that they sometimes
used academic advising, suggesting its underuti-
lization. Accordingly, the authors suggested that
institutions should continue their outreach to
international students to ensure that they under-
stand the role academic advising could play in
their sense of belonging.

Based on validation theory (Rendén, 1994),
Zhang (2016) analyzed international students’
lived experiences with academic advising in a
community college setting. Her findings revealed
that international students acknowledged aca-
demic advising as a vital resource for academic
and personal support that facilitated their suc-
cessful transition to their academic environment.
The findings also identified strategies that pro-
moted positive perceptions of academic advising.

Although these studies affirmed the positive
experiences of international students who used
academic advising, they also indicated that others
had invalidating or no experience with academic
advising. More research on international stu-
dents’ advising experiences could reveal what
lead them to acknowledge it as a vital resource
and seek it over other sources. Understanding
such factors could help university academic advi-
sors reassess and refine how they present the
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importance of academic advising to the interna-
tional student community.

Advising Communications

The effective advising of international stu-
dents depends on advisor communication at all
stages of advisees’ studies. Zhang (2015) and
Zhang and Dinh (2017) studied the intercultural
communication competencies of community col-
lege academic advisors and university engineer-
ing advisors respectively. These studies found
that the academic advisors acknowledged their
international advisees’ cultural backgrounds and
worked to help them overcome linguistic and cultural
barriers, often without the benefit of professional
training. By respecting international students’ culture,
showing patience as they navigate their program
requirements and empathy by trying to place them-
selves in their students’ position, academic advisors
created connections that facilitated international stu-
dents’ adjustment and growth. These studies empha-
sized that institutions should offer training in areas
such as intercultural communication.

Lin and Liu’s (2019) reflective inquiry of
composite stories from five Chinese undergradu-
ate students revealed the academic expectations,
parental pressure, and social anxiety typically
faced by Chinese international students at a
Canadian university. Their study asserted that
academic advisors should deepen their under-
standing of their advisee’s native culture and its
intersection with their adopted campus culture.
The study also suggested that academic advisors
should encourage students to maintain their bilin-
gual fluency and identity to form a bicultural
identity.

These studies suggested that effective advisory
communication facilitates international students’
learning experiences. Intercultural awareness helps
academic advisors understand their international
advisee’s cultural and educational backgrounds.
Not all academic advisors have experience advising
international students, so understanding communi-
cation strategies that international students have
found helpful can facilitate productive advisor-
advisee relationships.

By understanding international students’ vali-
dating and invalidating advising experiences, aca-
demic advisors can reassess how they interact and
guide their international advisees. This study
explores the following research question: How do
international students’ communication with their
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academic advisors influence their educational
adjustment and growth in a university setting?

Theoretical Framework

International students become one of many
minority groups on U.S. campuses when they
transition out of their native culture and into a
new educational environment for their academic
studies. Because of their international back-
ground, the educational challenges these students
face do not wholly align with other underrepre-
sented domestic groups. Therefore, they require
careful academic advising to facilitate successful
integration into their new educational environ-
ment. Validation theory (Rendén, 1994) can
facilitate an understanding of international stu-
dents’ academic advising experiences by focus-
ing on their ongoing developmental processes in
their educational environment. Internal agents
(i.e., academic advisors) and external agents (i.e.,
close friends) facilitate academic and interper-
sonal growth as these students encounter unique
challenges navigating numerous stressors of col-
lege life and culture, especially at the outset of
their studies.

Rendoén (1994) broadly characterized valida-
tion as both academic and interpersonal. Aca-
demic validation concerns a student’s “innate
capacity to learn and acquire confidence in being
a college student” (p. 36). This occurs when
advisors effectively share knowledge that facili-
tates advisee’s understanding of their curriculum
program and educational adjustment. Interper-
sonal validation concerns a student’s adjustment
to university life and culture and how well they
see themselves as a student acquiring knowledge.
With validation from their academic advisors,
international students may recognize that they
are capable of learning and succeeding in their
educational environment, while overcoming poten-
tial linguistic and cultural barriers.

Methods

This study used a phenomenological research
design to explore how international students’ com-
munications with their academic advisors influ-
enced their adjustment and growth over time.
Phenomenology focuses on individuals’ lived
experiences of a phenomenon (e.g., advising inter-
actions), emphasizing what and how they experi-
enced it (e.g., validating or invalidating advising
experiences; Creswell & Poth, 2018). This qualita-
tive approach can provide a better understanding

of international students’ experiences interacting
with academic advisors and the impressions left
by the advising experience. It can also reveal
advising practices that international students find
beneficial, helping academic advisors reassess
interactions with their international advisees.

Research Setting

This study was conducted in the fall of 2021
at a large urban R1 institution in the northeast-
ern U.S. The institution has multiple schools
and colleges that offer undergraduate degrees;
each has their own academic advising unit, sig-
nifying a decentralized academic advising
structure. All incoming undergraduate students
must attend new-student orientation where they
receive important information about their pro-
gram requirements and expectations. Students
are strongly encouraged to interact with their
academic advisor throughout their studies to
ensure they remain on track.

Participants

After receiving approval from the institutional
review board, international undergraduate stu-
dents were recruited through an invitation letter
detailing the purpose of the study and participant
criteria. The institution’s International Student
and Scholars Service (ISSS) office sent invita-
tions to all enrolled international students in the
fall semester of 2021. From the international stu-
dents who responded, purposeful sampling was
used to screen interested participants for eligibil-
ity and to ensure that they could provide detailed
experiences that aligned with the purpose of the
study (Maxwell, 2005).

This study focused on international undergrad-
uate students who started their studies as first
years to capture the newness of their experiences
with university academic advising. To participate,
international students must have graduated from
high school in their home country and begun their
academic studies at the U.S. institution as first-
year students. This study excluded international
students in their first year at the time of this study
because of their limited experiences at that point.
Fifteen undergraduate students who met the eligi-
bility requirements participated, representing 11
countries (see Table 1). All participants were
assigned pseudonyms.
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Table 1. International Participant Demographics (Fall 2021)

Name? Year Age Home Country First Language
Aisha 4th 21 India Hindi
Yu-Jun 4th 22 South Korea Korean
Thais 3rd 23 Brazil Portuguese
Fatima 4th 23 India Hindi
Eun-U 4th 22 South Korea Korean

Li Jie 4th 21 China Chinese
Aneni 2nd 20 Zimbabwe Shona
Levi 3rd 23 Israel Hebrew
Seo-Jun 4th 23 South Korea Korean
Chien-hung 4th 21 Taiwan Chinese
Haoyu 2nd 26 China Chinese
Tamar 2nd 19 Israel Hebrew
Catalina 3rd 20 Russia Russian
Anirban 3rd 21 Bangladesh Bengali
Maya 3rd 20 India Delugu
*Pseudonyms used for identity protection.

Data Collection Procedures Findings

Participants completed a one-on-one interview
with the researcher. Because of the COVID-19
pandemic at the time of the study, participants
could opt to be interviewed via Zoom rather than
face-to-face. The interviews ranged from 40 to
63 minutes and consisted of open-ended ques-
tions, allowing participants to narrate their expe-
riences with academic advising as it related to
their adjustment and growth (see Appendix A for
the interview protocol). At the start of each inter-
view, the researcher briefed the participants on
the study aims and asked them whether they
wanted to participate. All interviews were
audio recorded and transcribed verbatim for
analysis. Through member-checking, the par-
ticipants received a copy of their interview
transcript and had the opportunity to edit it
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Data Analysis

The researcher used open coding to note
statements characterizing each participant’s
experience with academic advising. Axial cod-
ing identified common categories among the
statements and formed broad themes regarding
advising experiences. The researcher removed
all identifying information, including references
to the participants’ program of study and men-
tions of specific advising units, from each inter-
view transcript.
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Three key themes emerged from the analysis
of the interviews: advisor-advisee interactions,
quality of information, and advising limits vis-a-
vis international student issues.

Advisor-Advisee Interactions

Participants broadly asserted that their continual
interactions with their academic advisors allowed
them to perceive academic advising positively.
They noted advisor patience, trustworthiness, and
listening ability as characteristics that made aca-
demic advising a vital resource. Many participants
noted that language barriers constituted an obstacle
to acquiring new academic information, especially
at the beginning of their studies; however, their
academic advisors employed communication strat-
egies to assist them. Haoyu recalled her own lin-
guistic challenges and her advisor’s patience as she
attempted to verbalize her questions and concerns:

She was really patient. Language is a big prob-
lem for Chinese students, and I was not that
confident to talk to people. So even she was
patient. I still feel a little bit nervous because I
did not understand what she said sometimes.
She would give me lots of questions to make
sure all things are on the right way.

Haoyu’s advisor’s willingness to carefully explain
the program requirements without judging her
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English proficiency helped calm and empower
Haoyu to communicate more. Her advisor’s desire
to learn more about her academic goals also helped
further her appreciation of academic advising. Simi-
larly, Fatima recalled that her current academic
advisor would listen without judging her accent
and would recommend resources specific to her
concerns:

She listened to me thoroughly. She tried to
understand my concerns and she was very
patient with me. ... So, whenever I would
tell her, “Oh, I do not know what is going on
with this class, like, I think I am having a
hard time.” She would try to just help me
understand how to tackle problems and, like,
she helped me find resources too. ... I had
an accent back then, and she was fine with
understanding what I was saying, and she
did not look annoyed.

Because the advisor’s recommendations were
specific to her concerns, Fatima recognized the
benefit of a close advisor-advisee relationship.
Eun-U also appreciated her advisor’s willingness
to listen without interrupting and to act as a
teacher during their sessions. She also noted her
advisor’s experiences with international students:

Oh, she was a good listener. She waited for
me to end the sentence of my speech. I think
she met many international students. ... She
is not only helping me a lot, but, like, gave
me a lesson on how to do this or do that.

Given these participants’ different educational
backgrounds and limited understanding of Ameri-
can higher education, their advisors’ willingness to
create a safe space and know them as capable indi-
viduals facilitated their ability to express questions,
concerns, and goals. Through their interactions, the
participants gained a clearer understanding of their
program requirements and expectations. Reflecting
on her advisory relationship, Thais remarked that
international students benefit from an active rela-
tionship with their academic advisors:

They get to know you and they know how to
cater to your specific needs. ... So, building
that relationship, it allows the international
students to have someone that they can rely
on whenever they have a question, and help

them feel like they are not lost and see multi-
ple people.

Although the participants expressed appreciation
for their academic advisors’ supportive guidance,
several recalled interactions that made them
question the usefulness of academic advising at
certain points in their studies. During her first
year, Fatima remembered feeling frustrated
because her first academic advisor assumed she
knew what to expect from her advising sessions,
stating, “She assumed that I knew what academic
advisement was, first of all. She assumed what to
expect out of this meeting.” This compounded
with her anxiety about navigating her new educa-
tional environment.

Tamar recalled one of her first interactions
with an academic advisor, who gave her a list of
courses to register for and assumed she under-
stood how they fit into her program requirements:
“She just told me what classes I should register
for and she really did not explain why, which
was fine, but I would want to know.” This inter-
action left Tamar unsure about the importance of
academic advising.

International students appreciated their academic
advisors’ patience, listening ability, and trustworthi-
ness as they navigated their new educational envi-
ronment. Knowing that they could speak without
judgement for their language proficiency or limited
knowledge of their program requirements allowed
international students to open up more easily to their
academic advisors. However, several participants
reported that advisors’ assumptions about their prior
knowledge and understanding of program require-
ments resulted in doubts about the utility of aca-
demic advising. While students may feel frustrated
when academic advisors assume their understanding
of academic advising and program requirements,
international students may feel particularly disad-
vantaged because of their limited understanding of
the higher education system.

Quality of Information

Despite some participants’ concerns, the par-
ticipants broadly affirmed that academic advisors
effectively communicated information related to
their program requirements and scheduling pro-
cedures. Many shared that their academic advi-
sor’s use of visuals and step-by-step instructions
regarding scheduling and course selections con-
stituted an important part of their relationship
with their academic advisor. At the beginning of
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his studies, Levi recalled that his academic advi-
sor allayed his initial confusion about his pro-
gram requirements by walking him through them
and his course selection options: “He made my
schedule, but he explained me how and why he
did it. So, this way, I understood exactly what
he’s doing and why ... so I could go back home
and do it myself.” This enabled Levi to become
self-sufficient in planning his remaining courses.

The participants noted the use of visuals as
helpful guides. Yu-Jun, for example, always
appreciated that her academic advisor reviewed
her program flowchart in a step-by-step manner
so that she could complete it on her own.

I think the charts that the advisors go through
with you while advising. They send a copy
of that form after the advising session’s
over. It becomes way more unambiguous.
Yeah, it is like graduating from high school
where everything is so structured, and when
I got to college, it is like everything is so
unstructured, so I had no idea how to plan
for things...visuals helped me navigate
when the contrast was so stark.

Using visuals to map program sequencing is a
vital resource for students. For international stu-
dents, such visuals offer an organizing frame-
work for how their curriculum works and
progresses, especially considering their general
education and elective options. Through careful
guidance from their academic advisors, the par-
ticipants noted that they had become more self-
sufficient in sequencing their course loads.

Despite the participants’ broad agreement that
their academic advisors shared information effec-
tively, several recalled instances where academic
advisors provided vague or inaccurate informa-
tion. Seo-Jun recalled that the start of her first
semester was when her advisor informed her that
she needed to complete a specific general educa-
tion course, even though she later discovered that
her major exempted her from it.

Iama[...] major, so I didn’t have to take an
[...] gen. ed. class, but she let me take it the
first semester. So, at the time, I did not know
that, but after I figured that, oh, actually, I
did not have to take it.

Providing inaccurate information not only hin-

dered the development of an effective advisor-
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advisee relationship but also resulted in Seo-Jun
paying tuition for an unnecessary course and
delaying the start of the required general educa-
tion courses.

Fatima recalled receiving vague advising from
her first advisor about withdrawing from a class
as a first-year student and was unsure whether
doing so was a good idea:

During freshman year, I had no idea you
could even drop a class up to two weeks. . ..
Like, you can switch classes? Would the
professor not mind if you just jumped out of
their class? These were very common terms
used in America, but for us they were new.
... That happened when I was getting an A-,
so I thought getting an A would be super
important, so I withdrew from the class and
my academic advisor said, “It is up to you.”
I wish they told me what withdrawing meant
and what the aftermath of withdrawing from
a class was.

Anirban recalled regretting taking Spanish as an
elective at his advisor’s recommendation, com-
plaining that international students do not neces-
sarily have the same experiences with world
language instruction in high school as their domes-
tic counterparts:

I was upset, very upset, because it brought
my GPA down a lot. And I hated the class. It
was so hard, because I think the teachers
expected some students to already know a
little Spanish from living here, or taking
Spanish in high school, but I did not have
any of that.

These findings reveal that while participants bene-
fitted from the information provided by their aca-
demic advisors, instances of inaccurate and vague
information challenged some participants’ percep-
tions of academic advising and may have made
effective academic planning more challenging.

Advising Limits vis-a-vis International
Student Policies

Although participants appreciated their interac-
tions with their academic advisors and the informa-
tion they provided, several participants expressed
either resigned acceptance or disappointment that
their advisors had limited or no knowledge of
issues specific to international student such as visa
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status, curricular practical training (CPT) and optional
practical training (OPT) procedures, and internship
and job opportunities. In discussing his visa status
with his academic advisor, Anirban recalled that, over
time, he began to accept that his advisor did not have
the knowledge to offer in-depth guidance on main-
taining the appropriate visa status:

I would not be upset or frustrated because I
understand she is more of an academic advi-
sor and she is . .. I can tell she not very used
to international advising, and . .. I would not
be surprised if all my international questions
were sent to another office.

Similarly, Aneni lamented that her academic
advisor could not provide her with specific guid-
ance on internship opportunities open to interna-
tional students:

When [ was trying to understand the internship
and job opportunities available to me, I was
once again referred to links which did not tell
me much because those links were more so,
written to the American population rather than
international students. The information was
not written necessarily . . . for international stu-
dents. And so, the experience was different.

Aneni felt that links containing information on
internships did not account for international stu-
dents or the restrictions they faced in their intern-
ship searches. Most international students must
maintain full-time course loads that preclude them
from most forms of employment outside of CPT
or OPT. Aisha remarked that her academic advisor
also had limited knowledge of these procedures:

I wish I knew more about OPT and CPT
because I feel like that’s very limited to just
the ISSS. ... I feel like if academic advisors
knew more about that, academic advisors
would be able to help international students
see what opportunities they actually have
after graduating, and before graduating.

Despite the academic and interpersonal support
many participants received from their academic
advisors, some, such as Aneni and Aisha, felt
that their advisors’ limited knowledge of these
issues made navigating them more challenging.
Academic advisors and advising units should col-
laborate with international offices to ensure a

better understanding of issues specific to their
international advisees. Aneni noted the impor-
tance of this: “I think that the academic advising
department and ISSS should consider collaborat-
ing in order to really provide international stu-
dents with better guidance, and with accurate and
detailed information.”

International students depend on their aca-
demic advisors for information about their aca-
demic studies. Visa issues, CPT/OPT processes,
and internships may be relevant to these discus-
sions. Although academic advisors may not be
expected to have expertise in these areas, knowing
how these intersect with academic issues helps
advisors better understand their international
advisee’s needs and how these needs contrast with
their domestic counterparts. Not all participants
mentioned these issues, but the findings suggest
that communication between advising units and
international offices may be important in clarify-
ing the roles and expertise of both sides.

Discussion

Academic Advising Implications

This study explored international students’
academic advising experiences in a university
setting. Based on validation theory (Renddn,
1994), this study’s findings highlight how academic
and interpersonal advising experiences validated
and invalidated students’ university adjustment and
academic growth. When reviewed holistically, the
findings suggest that academic advisors can con-
tinue to learn from international students, particu-
larly to increase awareness of how international
students’ educational experiences intersect and
diverge from those of their domestic counterparts.
Furthermore, the findings suggest that academic
advisors and advising units should proactively initi-
ate interdepartmental collaborations and training
with international offices on campus to refine their
knowledge of international advisees’ needs.

Academic Experiences

Participants broadly agreed that academic
advising constituted a vital resource throughout
their studies. Most expressed surprise and appreci-
ation that their academic advisors proactively and
patiently reviewed their program requirements
and took the time to get to know them. Validation
occurs when internal agents actively communicate
with their advisees to facilitate their adjustment
processes (Rendon, 1994). Academic advisors
motivate their international advisees to become

NACADA Journal Volume 44(1) 2024

SS900E 93l} BIA | Z-01-GZ0g 1e /wod Aioyoeignd-poid-swud-yiewlarem-jpd-awnidy/:sdiy wouy papeojumoq



International Undergraduate Students’ Perceptions of Academic Advising

proactively involved in understanding their aca-
demic planning when they carefully explain their
program requirements and expectations. Using
visual materials to review program information
fostered interactions that allowed participants to
visualize their progress. This validation supported
their adjustment to their new educational environ-
ment as they became more knowledgeable about
their curriculum requirements and more proactive
in mapping out how their progress should unfold
each term.

Because academic advisors worked with them,
the participants became confident in their ability to
proactively manage their program planning and
saw themselves succeeding in their academic envi-
ronment. These findings align with those of Zhang
(2016) and Zhai (2004), who found that effective
academic advising plays a vital role in international
students’ adjustment to their academic environment
and growth as they progress toward graduation.
These findings validate academic advisors’ use of
visual materials to facilitate international students’
understanding of their curriculum requirements.
Moving forward, academic advisors should ensure
that visuals support effective communication when
discussing program requirements.

Renddn (1994) asserted that an internal agent’s
ability to share knowledge effectively constitutes a
hallmark trait of academic validation. This was evi-
dent in this study. Although most participants actively
sought their academic advisors’ guidance and recom-
mendations regarding their studies, several experi-
enced instances of academic invalidation due to
vague or inaccurate information. Anirban, Fatima,
and Seo-Jun all experienced this. These invalidation
experiences highlight the importance of academic
advisors’ effective and thorough communication, the
importance of accuracy, and awareness of the needs
and backgrounds of their international students.

To mitigate these instances, academic advi-
sors could first check their international advisees’
comprehension of their program requirements
and course selections. In Fatima’s case, her aca-
demic advisor could have discussed the common
reasons students may pursue withdrawal; this
would have allowed Fatima to critically assess
the validity of her concerns and ultimately decide
herself. Such discussions could also cover grade
meanings, given that she felt that an A- grade
warranted withdrawal. Advisors can remember
that international students may not be familiar
with the meaning of the standard American grad-
ing system.
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In Anirban’s case with the Spanish elective,
academic advisors should attempt to include their
international advisees in the decision-making pro-
cess on course selections, especially regarding
course options for general education requirements
and free electives. Many domestic students have
experience with Spanish at the start of their uni-
versity studies because it is one of the most taught
world languages in American high schools. Being
from Southeast Asia, Anirban complained that he
did not have the same world-language experience
as his domestic counterparts. Furthermore, the lin-
guistic contrasts between Anirban’s native lan-
guage, Bengali, and Spanish may have made the
course challenging for him. While advisors’
course recommendations can certainly be helpful,
explaining course options of general education
and free electives may empower international
advisees to make their own selections based on
their level of preparation and interests.

Seo-Jun’s registration for an unrequired gen-
eral education course at her academic advisor’s
recommendation may have resulted in delayed
progress. This type of error may also result in
course-sequencing challenges, especially in
highly structured majors such as engineering
(Zhang & Dinh, 2017). International students at
the beginning of their studies may struggle to
understand the purpose of general education
courses. Taking an unrequired course may not
only diminish the international student’s percep-
tion of such course but also the role of academic
advising, as in Seo-Jun’s case. Advising units
could consider yearly curriculum training to
review the general education requirements, excep-
tions, and changes as well as training to explore
and review the needs of international students in
relation to these requirements.

Another area of academic invalidation concerns
academic advisors’ limited knowledge of issues spe-
cific to international students (e.g., visa status, CPT
and OPT procedures, and internship and job oppor-
tunities). Participants either accepted their academic
advisors’ limited knowledge or felt disappointed.
Again, these findings suggest that academic advisors
may benefit from greater understanding of how these
policies intersect with the academic studies of their
international advisees.

Unlike their domestic counterparts, interna-
tional students must complete a full-time course
load each semester to maintain their visa status
and remain in the U.S. Furthermore, job and
internship opportunities are mostly limited to
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CPT or OPT. These are challenges that their
domestic counterparts do not face. When aca-
demic advisors cannot help their international
advisees navigate these issues, these students
may perceive little benefit from their educational
experience. To address this, academic advising
units could collaborate and train with international
student offices. Such efforts could help advance
academic advisors’ knowledge about these issues
and clarify when and where to refer their interna-
tional advisees for assistance. Such collaboration
could clarify the roles of both offices and enhance
academic advisors’ ability to help their interna-
tional advisees navigate these issues.

Interpersonal Experiences

This study’s findings confirmed the broad
presence of interpersonal validation. Rendoén
(1994) explained that effective interpersonal vali-
dation refers to interactions that allow students to
believe that they can excel in their environment.
Academic advisors facilitate international advis-
ees’ understanding of their program requirements
and how to navigate university resources. Partici-
pants recalled their initial surprise and gratitude
that their academic advisors willingly and
patiently learned about them and discussed their
program requirements. Participants cited their
advisors’ patience, trustworthiness, and listening
ability as characteristics that aided their positive
perceptions of academic advising. They recalled
that the first advising sessions led to productive
advisor-advisee relationships, in which subse-
quent collaboration ensured that they progressed
in their programs. Aligned with the findings of
Zhang (2016), academic advisors should spend
their first advising sessions with international
advisees establishing rapport including assessing
what they may already know about academic
advising, resolving misconceptions, and gauging
how well international advisees understand their
advisors’ communications.

Given the importance of interpersonal commu-
nication with advisees throughout their academic
studies, academic advisors should continue to
reevaluate their communication skills to ensure that
their international advisees benefit from their guid-
ance. Zhang and Dinh (2017) found that academic
advisors sometimes researched cultural awareness
on their own because of a lack of training on inter-
cultural communications. One suggestion could
involve collaborative training with an existing
Teaching English as a Second Language (TESOL)
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program or an English language (ESL) program at
the advisor’s institution, if available. Both pro-
grams would have personnel with expertise in
teaching and interacting with international students
with varying levels of English language profi-
ciency. Academic advisors could learn intercultural
and instructional communication strategies to inte-
grate into their own advising practices. For example,
knowing how to effectively break down new infor-
mation in comprehensible chunks, avoid idiomatic
expressions and jargons, and assess international
advisees’ prior knowledge would go a long way to
ensure international students feel less intimidated
and process new information more easily.

Limitations and Potential Future Inquiries

This study had several limitations. First, the par-
ticipants indicated that they had been performing
well academically. Future studies could explore
how academic advisors assist international students
navigate academic challenges such as academic
probation. Second, this study focused on interna-
tional undergraduate students who began their stud-
ies as first years. Other populations, such as
transfer and graduate international students, may
have different advising perceptions and experiences
worth exploring. Third, the few extant studies on
international students and academic advising have
largely employed qualitative methodologies. Future
studies could use quantitative methodologies to
identify potential correlations between international
student satisfaction and the quality of advisor infor-
mation or other variables.

Summary

Using validation theory (Rendoén, 1994), this
study explored how international students’ commu-
nication with their academic advisors influenced
their educational adjustment and growth in a univer-
sity setting. Findings revealed that international stu-
dents receive academic validation through careful
explanations of the program requirements, course-
selection choices, and connections to their personal
and professional interests. Additionally, interper-
sonal validation showed itself through the academic
advisor’s patience, trustworthiness, and listening
ability as the international students adjusted to their
educational environment. Invalidating experiences
tended to focus on specific instances rather than on
broad advising experiences.

International students will continue to have an
important presence on American university cam-
puses. Learning about the unique challenges that
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international students face—Ilinguistic barriers,
cross-cultural differences, and international stu-
dent policies—will facilitate better advisor-
advisee communication and promote validating
advising practices.
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Appendix A. Interview protocol

Nk L=

How did you become acquainted with academic advising for the first time?

How would you describe your first academic advising experience?

How did you initially perceive the role of your academic advisor?

What were some specific memories you have of your first academic advising sessions?
How have you felt your academic advisors have perceived you as an international student?
What were your academic advising experiences like as your studies progressed?

How do you feel academic advising influenced your management of your undergraduate program
requirements over time?

What have you learned now because of your academic advising sessions that you wish you
had known before starting your undergraduate studies?

What do you feel academic advisors should know more about international students?
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