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Abstract: The increasing migration and internationalization of 

societies require a new dynamic architecture in higher education. 

Understanding the educational journey of specific groups of 

students is, therefore, of great importance. This study describes the 

educational pathways of first-generation migrant family students 

(FGMFSs) who have been successful in their university education. 

For this grounded theory study, fifteen FGMFSs at universities in 

Finland were interviewed. Three main categories—the academic 

environment, academic performance, and academic well-being—

were identified as critical factors influencing their educational 

success in higher education. The results of this study can help 

educators and policymakers better understand the factors that are 

important for FGMFSs’ sense of belonging and educational success 

in higher education. 
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The importance of higher education in preparing students to work better and more 

efficiently in a society and its benefit to their private lives—socially, financially, and 

otherwise—are obvious (Hill et al., 2005). In this way, education should help to achieve 

socioeconomic advancement and reduce poverty. The United Nations (2017) validated these 

concepts by making high-quality education one of the 17 global goals for sustainable 

development. At the same time, the world is faced with corruption, wars, and poor governance. 

These conditions and the desire for a better life have led to migration worldwide. European 

Union (EU) countries are experiencing the effects of this migration. For example, thousands of 

children and young people with a migration background attend schools and universities in their 

host countries. However, the educational level that many have acquired when they enter their 

host country’s educational system does not correspond to that of the local population. Great 

efforts are being made to understand better the challenges related to educating migrated young 

people and children, including scientific research activities in the social and educational fields. 

According to the academic achievements of migrant background populations across EU 

member states, “it is obvious that a ‘one size fits all’ approach to immigrant education in Europe 

would be far from efficient” (Bonin, 2017, p. 2). Airas et al.’s (2019) report on Finnish higher 

education students with an immigrant background supported this claim by demonstrating that 

these students are not provided with sufficient support during their post-secondary studies and 

Moitus et al.’s (2020) report on flexible pathway for students.  

However, a segment of this population that has not received much attention is first-

generation migrant family students (FGMFSs), higher education students who belong to 

migrant families, and whose parents do not have a university degree. In the context of higher 

education in Finland, few studies have focused on the experiences and perceptions of successful 

FGMFSs (Makrooni, 2019, 2020) compared to the US, where several studies have focused on 
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the first-generation college students (Ives & Castillo-Montoya, 2020; Quinn et al., 2019). The 

topics have dealt with, for example, their persistence and completion of college studies (Holt & 

Winter, 2018), and impact factors increasing the retention (Pellew, 2016).  

This article aims to fill this gap in the literature by describing how FGMFSs experience 

and perceive their lives as academic learners in higher education in Finland. Taking a grounded 

theory (GT) approach, open questions were used to collect and analyze data, with sub-questions 

developed to investigate how FGMFSs’ perceptions and experiences affect them as learners in 

higher education. This study provides data that lead to a better understanding of the educational 

situation, challenges, and factors that promote the success of college and university FGMFSs. 

The findings can help university teachers and administrators to formulate strategies and 

measures to secure and build on the successes of first-generation students with a migration 

family background. 

 

First-Generation Students in Higher Education  

 

A good body of literature about first-generation college students (FGCSs), with and 

without immigrant backgrounds, has been established, most of it emanating from the United 

States. The findings of these studies can be quite different from similar studies conducted in 

European countries like Finland, however, as the school and university systems of the different 

countries can often only be compared with great effort, for example, in the PISA studies.  

Prior research on first-generation and non-first-generation students with a migrant or 

minority ethnic background has included examination and discussion on various topics, such 

as the difficulties and lack of support the students experience during their transition to college 

(Berggren et al., 2020) and their upper secondary education choices in Finland based on their 

attitudes about and experiences with the transition (Kalalahti et al., 2020). Other obstacles faced 

by these students identified in these studies include weak language and mathematics skills, 

inadequate study skills (Stebleton & Soria, 2012), difficulty understanding the campus culture, 

and using campus facilities, such as libraries (Ilett, 2019).  

The grade point average (GPA) is a significant predictor of resilience (Mendez & 

Baumann, 2018), and the lack of peer support has been shown to be an indicator of lower GPAs 

(Dennis et al., 2005). According to Forrest Cataldi et al. (2018), first-generation students lag 

behind second-generation students in terms of persistence and success. Horowitz (2017) 

pointed out that this first generation "often work harder, are more motivated, engaged and 

determined than students of the second generation" (p. 9). Studies on self-efficacy also have 

shown interesting results. For example, Vuong et al. (2010) found that self-efficacy can impact 

GPA and persistence, while Chemers et al. (2001) reported academic self-efficacy and 

optimism could positively affect performance and adaptation; Ramos-Sanchez and Nichols 

(2007) revealed self-efficacy affects academic performance, college adaptation, and persistence 

of FGCSs. According to Meeuwisse et al. (2010), good formal relations with teachers positively 

impacted the sense of belonging of ethnic minority students, while Jeynes’ (2003) meta-study 

showed the influence of parental involvement on all academic variables. Baum and Flores 

(2011) found that these students lacked information on access to funding, and Amos (2010) 

pointed out that it is not known which academic routes in university education had the greatest 

influence on the persistence of this population in the first two years. Emotional factors, such as 

well-being and loneliness (Neto & Wilks, 2017), well-being and acculturation (Schwartz et al., 

2013), depression (Stebleton & Soria, 2012), and fear of failing (Bui, 2002) were also 

investigated, helping to gain a better understanding of the situation in which some of these 

students find themselves when attending college. Research on higher education students with 

an immigrant background in Finland has also identified problems like linguistic difficulties 

(Airas et al., 2019). These wide-ranging topics have been investigated, especially in the United 

States, to pursue data to inform strategies and program development to minimize dropout rates.  
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However, knowledge specifically on the experiences and perceptions of FGMFSs as 

learners in higher education is lacking (Ives & Castillo-Montoya, 2020); the literature mainly 

focuses on the struggles and adverse outcomes of FGCSs, while few studies have focused on 

the experiences of successful students in this population (Demetriou et al., 2017) or examined 

the factors that promote their academic success in Finland. Makrooni (2019) described the 

perceptions and experiences of FGMFSs as they travel the educational path to higher education 

in Finland, using three main categories: family values, institutional values, and friendship. A 

better understanding of the life of the FGCS and their learning experiences is also important for 

the faculties in order to better shape their overall learning experience at the universities (Delima, 

2019) and to develop teaching strategies by strengthening the link between academic content 

and students' lives (Castillo-Montoya, 2019). 

The current article focuses on the perceptions and experiences of FGMFSs while 

enrolled at higher education in Finland. Therefore, the main research question in this article is 

how FGMFSs experienced and perceived their educational careers in higher education relevant 

to their migration background. The results can provide a basis for educators and policymakers 

to improve the quality of educational institutions further and to promote the creation of an 

inclusive environment from school to higher education for FGMFSs.  

 

Positionality  

 

For additional context the first author shares her positionality in relation to this study. I 

myself studied and taught at school in a multicultural country with different languages and 

ethnics. My ethnic and cultural background and my experiences during my study and teaching 

awakened my interest in the cultural and social aspects of education and their role in shaping 

the educational journey. Gradually I became aware of the facts that these educational paths may 

differ due to family, ethnic, cultural and gender-specific backgrounds. I wanted to learn more 

about this topic and went on an educational journey myself. I had the opportunity to study this 

phenomenon in Finland. In Finland I was able to analyse the educational journeys of students 

with different ethnic and cultural backgrounds and to learn about what aspects that made their 

educational journey successful in an educational system that was foreign to their parents and to 

them. Moreover, the question of how this journey can be accompanied and supported even 

better by the educational system aims of great interest to me. 

 

Method and Data Sources  

 

This study applied the GT research method that Glaser and Strauss (1967) developed. 

GT not only elicits descriptions of experiences but also generates a theory for a process or an 

action to make it applicable in practice. The basic idea is that theories are grounded in the data 

that are systematically collected, such as actions and social processes in the interaction 

processes (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). It was then further developed (Creswell & Poth, 2018) 

individually by Glaser (2002) and Corbin and Strauss (2007) in differentiation from each other 

and later differentiated by their "students" - especially Charmaz (2006) with the constructivist 

grounded theory approach and Clarke (2009) with the situational analysis approach. However, 

the characteristic basic considerations of the grounded theory methodology are consistent 

despite many further developments. This includes above all the continuous alternation of 

fieldwork (data collection) and reflection (data analysis and theory building). Its essential 

features include conceptualization, permanent comparison, theoretical sampling and memo 

writing. 

The field of research is considered to be without bias and prejudice. “The researcher 

enters the field and explores a substantive area by allowing the chief concerns of those actively 
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engaged therein to guide the emergence of a core issue or problem” (Holton & Walsh, 2017, p. 

30). The study presented in this article employed GT to uncover unknown latent patterns in the 

academic lives of the FGMFSs. For this purpose, the participants were asked about their 

experiences and perceptions of university. According to Ribeiro (2014), “A comprehensive and 

faithful description of human perceptual experience has to consider, simultaneously, general, 

structural, individual, and situational elements involved in perception” (p. 561). For this 

research, perception is defined as the result of interactions between aspects of the individual 

(FGMFS) experience and context (university).  

To ensure the reliability as well as the validity of data within a study, Morse et al., 

(2002) recommend different verification strategies. These include "methodological coherence, 

sampling sufficiency, developing a dynamic relationship between sampling, data collection and 

analysis, thinking theoretically, and theory development" (p. 18). These basic strategies are well 

founded and comprehensible. Within the framework of the GT, validity is based on the 

"interchangeability of indicators in multiple incidents" (Holton & Walsh, 2017, p. 79). This is 

achieved by the "method" of comparative analysis of the initial data, the resulting concepts, 

which in turn lead to categories. One way to check validity, according to Creswell and Poth 

(2018), is to obtain feedback by reviewing by the participants themselves in order to allow the 

participants to check the data analysis. For this study, for example some transcriptions were 

randomly selected and sent back in order to allow participants to give feedback on the 

transcription. This was done to increase credibility and to avoid misunderstandings. They were 

also asked additional questions if there were discrepancies in the transcriptions.  

 

Data Collection 

  

Announcements about the study were posted in Spring 2017 on the university’s Intranet 

website, faculty web pages, and Facebook page and the registration office and/or sent directly 

to students to recruit participants. Five students responded, three of whom were FGMFSs. The 

remaining 12 students in the study sample were found using the snowball method lasting about 

one year. Of the 15 total participating students, 8 were female, and 7 were male; their ages 

ranged from 25 to 38. Eleven participants came from the Middle East (Iran, Iraq), two from 

Central Africa, one from Russia, and one from Southeast Asia. The age of the participants when 

they immigrated to Finland varied. One was born in Finland, four relocated at the age of 1‒5 

years, three at 10‒13 years, and seven at 16‒18 years. Participants for this study were mostly 

(73%) enrolled at the second largest university in Finland and studying social and human 

sciences, medicine, engineering, and natural sciences. 

Collecting data proceeded from May 2017 to September 2018. The data were gathered 

through interviews, which lasted 90 to 110 minutes.  All interviews were audio-recorded and 

then transcribed. Three interviews were conducted in the student’s mother tongue, and the rest 

in English. The participants received the necessary information about the research objective, 

their rights, and the anonymous use of the data. Data were collected following the GT procedure 

in that no attempt was made to verify a pre-existing hypothesis. The data formed the basis for 

developing a grounded theory (Rupsiene & Pranskuniene, 2010). 

 The theoretical saturation was considered (Holton & Walsh, 2017), as no further 

insights into the research subject were gained after the 15 interviews were conducted. The 

number of data required for saturation is given as 10-15 in the relevant literature, depending 

also on the complexity of the study (Aldiabat & Le Navenec, 2018). The theoretical saturation 

was achieved in this study after 15 interviews. New concepts or other significant data did not 

reappear (Holton & Walsh, 2017). After the 10th interview it became apparent that no further 

new key issues were discovered, however, 5 more interviews were conducted to ensure that 

data saturation was achieved. Further data was not collected as the concepts and categories were 
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saturated and a theory had emerged. Continuous comparison and memo writing also helped to 

reach saturation. 

Interviewees were asked open questions that focused on the students’ experiences and 

perceptions throughout their educational careers in higher education relevant to their migration 

background. For example: “What feelings did you have when you entered the university?” 

“What experiences did you have with staff, lecturers, and friends?” “How did you experience 

your studies at the university?” “What challenges did you experience, and what strategy did 

you use to deal with these challenges?” “What did you learn during your studies at the 

university?” “What suggestions do you have for other FGMFSs to help them academically 

succeed?” “What would you suggest that universities do in the future to help other FGMFSs to 

be successful?”  

The data collection process was accompanied by the preparation of memos for the 

consolidation of the GT to serve as a basis for the subsequent interviews. The memos 

constituted the starting point for further sub-questions designed to gather more detailed 

information about the participants’ experiences and perceptions of learning and living at the 

university, the obstacles they had to overcome, and the factors that helped them complete their 

studies successfully.  

In addition to the advantages of GT in discovering unknown patterns in the educational 

pathways of this specific group in Finland, the authors are also aware of the limitations and 

challenges of using this method. The application of GT requires sufficient experience in data 

collection and analysis, which could be a challenge for a naive researcher and the possibility of 

errors is high. The sample size and data collection, the analysis of the data could also depend 

on the influence of the researcher's experience and background. 

 

Data Analysis 

 

An open, axial, and selective coding process was performed for data analysis (Strauss 

& Corbin, 1994). Open coding was used to find concepts and key phrases and to decompose 

the data into conceptual components. This coding enabled a better reflection on the data. In 

addition, all data were continually compared with each other in an attempt to identify 

similarities. This approach to coding generates ideas and establishes conceptual links between 

the main components and categories of what emerges (Holton & Walsh, 2017). Selective coding 

was used to integrate the main categories. The different types of coding in the form of a 

continuous process were integral to the conceptualization of the perceptions and experiences of 

the participating FGMFSs. This process included discovering the properties of the respective 

categories and developing the relationships between them (Holton & Walsh, 2017).  

To exemplify the coding process, one interviewee pointed out that “to be successful 

depends on how much a human believes in himself and his abilities … his interest in doing 

what he wants to do … and how much they are ready to do that…” (see Table 2, A10a). Open 

coding produced “believing in self,” “interest,” and “having goals,” and axial coding produced 

“self-belief,” and “self-efficacy.”  

 

Research Findings  

 

The participants’ experiences and perceptions of their higher education were classified 

into three main categories: academic environment, academic performance, and academic well-

being. These categories refer to what the FGMFSs perceived and experienced during their time 

at the university, explain the essential aspects of success at the university, and indicate 

improvements needed in Finnish higher education and what proved to be useful for this group 

of students. The categories overlap in some respects. For example, research shows that a high 
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degree of self-efficacy is associated with good performance, but a high degree of self-efficacy 

is also associated with feeling good. Therefore, individual sub-categories like self-efficacy 

appear in several main categories.  

 

1. Academic Environment 

 

To be an FGMFS often means being the first in the family to obtain a higher education 

degree. For these students, the organization and requirements are new, and the wishes and hopes 

are great. The gateway to a better life in the future through access to knowledge has been 

reached. As FGMFSs are the often first in their family to go to university, they receive no 

specific instructions from parents and siblings regarding what to expect or how to handle 

challenges and have no one in their close family environment to turn to for advice on such 

matters. Thus, they encounter the academic environment with a degree of uncertainty about 

what to expect. Through the coding process, the following axial key codes related to the 

participants’ experiences and perceptions of the academic environment were created: the 

challenge of the academic language, Finnish as a second language, and getting to know 

academic writing (e.g., essay writing and reflective writing). The code of academic working 

included different academic skills, such as autonomy, which pertains to being in charge of one’s 

action, reflecting on feedback to improve; critical thinking and questioning; and discussion and 

group work. Additional axial codes included the following: academic institutional norms and 

rules at the university; teaching behaviors and student-teacher relationships; integration into 

seminars; teaching methods; organizational structure; and university-based cultural offerings 

and support. All sub-categories characterize the university as an institution and comprise 

fundamental elements of university culture. The main findings in this category are discussed 

according to three subtopics: academic work (requirements from the university), academic 

relationship (teacher-student), and academic climate (university-based offerings and impact on 

students’ thinking). 

 

1.1 Academic work. The participants’ perceptions and experiences regarding their 

studies and the challenges they faced while in university resulted in the academic work sub-

category. The students noted that the lack of behavioral practices and skills needed for the 

academic work presented significant obstacles. For example, their language skills were 

challenged on very different levels, including the academic language used in the different 

disciplines and by different faculties (Table 1.1, A10). The Finnish language had always 

presented a challenge for many, as the majority (73%) of the students interviewed moved to 

Finland as teenagers; however, they realized that the demands on their language skills were 

even higher while studying at the university than they had been in high school (Table 1.1, A5). 

They pointed out that Finnish teachers and Finnish students never embarrassed or corrected 

them in front of the class for incorrect use of the language, which was a criticism of other places 

(Table 1.1, A15). 

Most (n = 8) also found academic writing highly challenging: they perceived it as very 

difficult and required more effort on their parts because Finnish was not their mother tongue 

(Table 1.1, A4, A8). However, three participants recounted having had no problems with 

academic writing, one even possessing advanced skills (Table 1.1, A14). Specific study skills, 

such as analytical skills, independent and autonomous learning abilities, argumentation, and 

critical thinking, are also necessary to succeed in higher education. The students noted that the 

need for these skills presented further obstacles to their success (Table 1.1, A15a), as they found 

the way of thinking and work habits of their peers at the university quite different from those 

of the friends they had before university (Table1.1, A6). They reported feelings of “shock” early 

in their university studies at the amount of responsibility that was placed on them for their own 

learning compared to what they experienced in high school), where teachers provided more 
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support, and finding it difficult to adjust to this shift (Table 1.1, A7). Table 1.1 includes 

interviewee quotations related to academic work.  

 

Table 1.1 

Academic Work  
Interviewee Quotation 

A4 “Speaking is easy; writing is much more difficult because Finnish is not my mother tongue … 

knowing some technical words is easy for [native-speaking] Finnish, but I had to work to 

understand better.” 

A5 “It was very different, the materials that we had in university were instantly much harder and 

we did not ever have it at high school and … texts with super scientific terms… because 

scientifically language is really difficult and that is something’s that you did not study at 

schools because not everyone will use it.” 

A6 “[The] university was a really different environment, and people were different in their way of 

thinking. At [the] university, my friends and their parents were highly educated, and their way 

of thinking and their knowledge was not comparable with [that of] my friends before 

university.… They had a different world in comparison with those friends that I had before 

going to [the] university.” 

A7 “There is a lot of responsibility for the student herself or himself to study and learn, whereas 

when you are in school, the teachers take a lot of responsibility for you.… But at [the] 

university … you have to be aware of everything and take a lot of responsibility, so that was 

very shocking for me.” 

A8 “Writing was too hard for me. I was never a good writer, and it was very difficult for me to 

write essays or to do some homework [assignments]. My grammar was not my problem. I 

learned it quickly at first, and I do not have difficulty writing correctly, but academic writing 

was a problem.” 

A10 “In the first days and first semesters, the teachers, for example, talked about power, voltage, 

and some expressions related to electricity. I did not understand anything, and you know all 

lectures were in Finnish.” 

A14 “I never had these kinds of linguistic problems with writing or stuff … because I have written 

so much you know; I even wrote in magazines and books.” 

A15 “Finnish people never break your face [embarrass you], … they do not mention it that you are 

talking wrong.… I would like them to correct my Finnish language, but they do not.” 

A15a “There are many things at [the] university that you feel alien to,… [no] person that gives you 

guidelines or shows you what to do, and you are in the place where everyone is thinking 

differently.”  

 

1.2 Academic relationship: Teacher-student. The relationship students have with 

their professors or teachers, in reference to the axial coding, can be described in terms of 

support, interest, and feedback. Some (n = 4) had very positive experiences (Table 1.2, A2), but 

some (n = 4) complained about a lack of support (Table 1.2, A7, A8), while a couple (n = 2) 

reported objecting to negative feedback they received in terms of language (Table 1.2, A3). 

Overall, students indicated that they would like more support from and interactions with faculty. 

The participants’ views about feedback, support, and relationships with teachers seemed to 

depend on the faculty and the course being taught. For example, students noted that they had 

too little interaction with their technical subject teachers (Table 1.2, A7a).  

The interviewees pointed out that the professors demonstrated a high degree of equality 

in dealing with students, explaining that they were not treated differently because of their origin 

(Table 1.2, A13). According to participants’ feedback, teachers had no interest in who students 

were: the subject was in the foreground, not the person or his or her country of origin (Table 

1.2, A12). However, they opined that the teachers should give more consideration to students’ 

migration backgrounds and difficulties with the language (Table 1.2, A10). The interviewees 

mentioned that more opportunities should be available for students to ask for support. The 

expectation of students to take responsibility for their learning and organization of their studies 

was mentioned again (Table 1.2, A11). 
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Moreover, a contradiction became apparent in the analysis of the interview data. On the 

one hand, the students expressed a desire to receive more individual help and feedback. 

However, this would result in their being treated differently, which is contrary to the principle 

of equality, a highly valued doctrine in Finnish society. Thus, this situation reflects a 

contradiction in goals because if all are treated equally, injustice can occur, but if all are treated 

fairly, inequality can occur. Table 1.2 contains interviewee quotations about the teacher-student 

relationship.  

 

Table 1.2 

Academic Relationship: Teacher‒Student  
Interview Quotation 

A2  “Positive feedback [from my teacher on an essay] … gave me courage … it makes you more 

confident that you are at the same level as everyone else.” 

A3 “Just one bad experience, one … teacher told me he was very surprised that … [someone] 

allowed me to enter the university … ‘your language is not good [enough] … to study at [the] 

university.’ … He [later] apologized to me.” 

A7 “I do not know how to do [the work in] this course. The questions are difficult; the teachers 

are not helping me, [and] I do not have any friends at the university to help me. My friends 

… do not know anything about this, and they are cooking pizza, so I cannot go there and ask 

them. So, you become hopeless.” 

A7a “They [teachers] come and teach, and then they go; they are not interested if you are listening 

or if you are learning.… In large-sized classrooms, they just show some slideshows.… If you 

are studying engineering, nobody wants to discuss—just give a lecture and go … in big classes 

you cannot ask [questions].”  

A8 “In my short absence [from attending] the university, teachers asked about my absence, but 

when they saw me somewhere … nobody offered any help actually.”  

A10 “Teachers [should give you the] … feeling that if you have a problem in [understanding the] 

language, you can ask … then it could be easier for these students to ask [for help].… 

Sometimes being in seminars creates the most stress for me, and it happens even if I know 

that I can speak … and I think it is because teachers did not give the impression that it is not 

a problem for you to make mistakes.” 

A11 “[The] university is a totally different world from high school … at the university, you are on 

your own.… They only show you some stuff … nobody is going to help you. Teachers drown 

new students in an ocean of knowledge.”  

A12 “As I told you, I had the impression that teachers are not interested in who I am and where I 

am from. They do not know [that you are an immigrant] probably, and they do not ask.” 

A13 “I have not realized differences from my classmates [in the way we are treated] by professors 

and teachers. They try not to treat you differently, not in a positive or negative way. They 

required the same thing from students … they will never start … discussions [or ask 

questions]…They do not show interest at first, … you have to bring it [up] yourself so that 

they will ask you more … but I never felt that my background made them do something 

differently.” 

 

1.3 Academic climate. The academic climate in this context refers to the quality and 

character of university life, which encompasses students, staff, cultural offerings, values, and 

organizational structures. When asked about their experiences with the university’s cultural 

offerings or activities specifically, most recalled never having experienced any. Of those who 

had, some referred to a special seminar or course (Table 1.3, A3), and others mentioned 

activities outside the university (Table 1.3, A14). Two participants also spoke about their 

shyness and feelings of shame in standing up for and openly displaying their culture (Table 1.3, 

A5) but added that they liked to talk about their culture when someone asked about it. Overall, 

most pointed to the lack of courses and programs targeted at FGMFSs at their university. Some 

assumed only limited offerings were available because the population of students with migrant 

backgrounds was small and because no one requested such programming (Table 1.3, A10).  

The interviewees noted they viewed their overall higher education experience 

positively, including the outcomes of increasing their knowledge and becoming more open-
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minded (Table 1.3, A3a). They learned to observe the world through different lenses and gained 

an understanding of the values that residents of Finland and the rest of the world held (Table 

1.3, A4), which they explained was helpful for integration (Table 1.3, A6). They described the 

atmosphere at their university as one in which everyone was treated equally, and no racism was 

witnessed (Table 1.3, A7); for some, it was the first time experiencing such a climate (Table 

1.3, A6a). Students commented others were not concerned with who one’s parents were other 

than to ensure the student received support from the family and the wish that more migrants 

went to the university to study. The interviewees pointed out that such an academic environment 

provides a setting for efficient and successful learning (Table 1.3, A13). They also expressed 

appreciation for the equal treatment and open-mindedness they experienced. Table 1.3 presents 

the quotations of interviewees related to the academic climate.  

 

Table 1.3  

Academic Climate  
Interview  Quotation 

A3 “Yes, I had one experience in one seminar among our classmates in our major when I wore my 

traditional cloth … and also talked about my culture, and they liked that.”  

A3a “A university education helps you develop your character.… Studying at [a] university teaches 

you many things…I increased my knowledge, and it helped me to be open-minded.” 

A4 “You could see the world from different views, maybe understand much better the life values 

here in Finland and the world.” 

A5 “It is a shame, really, because my other friends do not (do) really anything like that.… If you are 

the only one [going to university], that makes you feel lonely, too.” 

A6 “The university [climate] is helpful in many aspects, for example, for integration, humanity, 

serious things, and broader issues.” 

A6a “In university, others did not see you as a foreigner; they do not pay attention to that, and the 

atmosphere is that everyone is the same. In high school, they see that you are different and tell 

you that you are different.” 

A7 “When I came to the university, it was a totally different situation [from what I was used to]; 

there was no racism because people are well-educated, and the mindset had been changed.” 

A10 “I would like to introduce my culture and talk about these things …, but I [only] talk if someone 

asks me.… I never had such cultural programs. None of my teachers or classmates ever asked 

me about where I am from.” 

A13 “I am in an environment where I can work hard and achieve these things. If I were in another 

environment, I might not have these things. So, environment, society, and everything from the 

culture that surrounds you are effective.” 

A14 “I do cultural, social activities all the time, but I didn’t do it at the university level … I am doing 

this on a society level.” 

 

2. Academic Performance 

 

In the category pertaining to the strategies participants employed to manage their studies 

successfully, open coding and axial coding resulted in the following important axial key codes: 

self-reflection and self-discovery, different perspectives and thinking, perfectionism versus 

letting things go, persistent and hard-working, motivation, self-efficacy, and attitude toward 

work. In addition to the many experiences and challenges that arise from immersing oneself in 

a new environment, the FGMFS as a learner with his or her own experiences is at the center of 

these categories.  

Naturally, this category overlaps with the academic environment category and with 

well-being, but it became clear when analyzing the interview data that students’ self-concepts 

were essential to their ability to be successful in the learning process. An impressive aspect of 

their experiences and perceptions was the examination of self. The interviewees expressed that 

they had learned to think for themselves and to identify the appropriate methods for 

accomplishing tasks (Table 2, A4); they learned to understand their abilities better and discover 
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who they were, believe in themselves, and be themselves (Table 2, A2, A9), and to take 

responsibility for their thinking. They also recounted learning not to compare themselves with 

the Finns in terms of language skills. They noted that among the most important lessons their 

post-secondary education taught them was to question everything, to understand different 

perspectives (Table 2, A13), and to not only set but be persistent in achieving goals by not 

giving up when faced with obstacles but, instead, working to overcome them (Table 2, A15).  

 

Table 2 

Academic Performance 
Interview  Quotation 

A1 “I did not like to give up.… I believed [in] myself, there was, like, hope that I will be able to 

overcome it.” 

A2 “Maybe the biggest thing … I have learned in university is believing in myself.… If I want to do 

something, I can do it, and it’s not hard if I want to do it—I just have to work for it.” 

A4 “I learned … what will be a solution or what can I do to be better.… I just encouraged myself, or 

I told myself that maybe I could do something in a different way and work harder, and I do not 

give up on myself … and I did it, and I felt I got better.” 

A5 “In the group we got texts, and we were reading texts together and asking each other, ‘did you 

get that part?’ because sometimes what I got [from the message] was different than what they 

said, and it was really good to get kind of different pictures.” 

A6 “It was strange and … hard at first, … the style of studying was strange … spending eight hours 

a day just doing homework …, but I got used to it.”  

A8 “Reading and academic writing was not my [strength] … I was never a good writer, and it was 

very difficult for me to write essays or to do some homework [assignments] … so I stopped and 

for half a year I just thought about that—why, really, do I want to do that? And after a half year, 

I thought, I have to work harder … I had to believe in me that I can make it.”  

A9 “I understood my abilities better.… university helped me to think again about myself … to know 

myself … to find myself again … my self-confidence increased.”  

A9a “I understood that I should indicate my plan for my life and achieve my goals step by step.… I 

think my efforts and my standing on my purpose is the secret of my success.” 

A10 “I tried to find a way for more understanding of the subjects … I searched the Internet … read 

the books in these languages that I knew [mother and native], and I just tried by myself.” 

A10a “To be successful depends on how much a human believes in himself and his abilities … his 

interest in doing what he wants to do … and how much they are ready to do that.” 

A12 “In case of language their [Finnish students] study is much easier compare to me… although 

language is a challenge for me but I do not take it as an excuse , and I do not take it like ok I am 

lower than them” 

A13 “I learned to question everything while in school … look at things from many different 

perspectives … not believing I had the absolute answer.… We discussed this in our courses a 

lot.”  

A13a “I think every time you put effort into something, and you work hard for it, and you achieve it, 

you have been successful.” 

A14 “I have very Finnish attitudes on life, like European.… I was humbled by the opportunity … to 

do this and that, and it is why I am different tomorrow [than today].… My attitude now is … 

don’t have the victim mentality … no matter what happens, you take the responsibility of 

changing.” 

A15 “Many times, I became sad … regretted [going to university] and told myself it was finished … 

but I stood up and continued.… You should believe in what you want and put away many things.” 

 

It was interesting that their university experience taught them they did not need to be 

perfect and not be too hard on themselves when things did not go their way. Of course, the 

students also learned to perform the necessary tasks and to meet the requirements involved. 

They learned to ask questions until they got the help they needed if they were unsure how to 

proceed with a certain task or assignment and observed that through this process, their skills 

improved, and they became more knowledgeable. They also discovered ways to ensure their 

difficulties with the language did not prevent them from achieving their objectives after 

realizing that focusing on the challenges the language barriers presented did not help them reach 
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their goals (Table 2, A12). They explained that they just worked harder and motivated 

themselves when faced with obstacles (Table 2, A4), dedicating many hours, and much 

persistence (Table 2, A6). The interview data further revealed that, throughout their higher 

education experience, the students discovered that persistence was the secret to success (Table 

2, A9a) and that hard work coupled with practice was the only way to achieve their academic 

goals (Table 2, A13a). That the students demonstrated a high degree of persistence and 

endurance while studying was evident from their comments; they refused to give up when 

presented with roadblocks to their success. 

 Another important sub-category that emerged for success was self-efficacy. This was 

expressed as believing in oneself and being able to succeed (Table 2, A1, A8, A10a). Being 

organized in groups or learning together was emphasized (Table 2, A5). Attitudes towards more 

responsibility, learning, and better work habits were also mentioned as important concepts for 

self-efficacy (Table 2, A14). This included also identifying the methods that best helped them 

to understand a topic better (Table 2, A10) and seeing difficulties such as those presented by 

the Finnish language as challenges but not problems. Participant comments regarding academic 

performance can be found in Table 2.  

 

3. Academic Well-being  

 

The academic well-being category can be divided into three areas: psychological well-

being (personal mastery, finding one’s position, making decisions and setting goals, changing 

attitudes, feeling of how one is perceived, and the feeling of being different), emotional well-

being (pride, happiness, fear, loneliness, helplessness, hopelessness, motivation, and otherness), 

and social well-being (friendship and interaction with others at the university). The students 

described experiencing overwhelming conflicting feelings at the beginning of their studies 

when they were finally at the university, the place where knowledge is imparted. They felt good 

and proud to be the first in the family or the first among friends to achieve this (Table 3, A8). 

All were happy to be in university and to start a new life, to start over, to leave the old behind, 

to have made it (Table 3, A1). They were happy, too, with the subjects they were studying (n = 

13). They were aware that attending university was a significant achievement for them, for their 

families, and other migrants. They did not give up; they overcame all obstacles that stood in 

their way and, in doing so, increased their motivation to succeed and to be a good role model 

for other immigrant students (Table 3, A13). However, pride and happiness were not the only 

feelings recalled; participants also recounted feelings of fear and stress (Table 3, A15), 

helplessness (Table 3, A5), being alone, and, above all, loneliness (n = 7; Table 3, A7), all 

caused by a lack of help and support. For two interviewees, the age difference was also 

mentioned as a reason for being alone.  

The feeling of being different from the host society was also mentioned; they felt it 

brought attention to them, but this attention was not assessed negatively (Table 3, A2). Others 

pointed out they did not feel they were judged differently in terms of intelligence and 

performance or treated differently based on their ethnic origin (Table 3, A6). This also applied 

to their relationships with their teachers. Some had the feeling that teachers were proud of them. 

The teachers were considered friendly and did not treat them differently; however, for some, 

this created feelings of stress because they were expected to perform at the same level as other 

students (Table 3, A10). 

Friendship with other committees also played an essential role in their well-being, 

according to the data. The importance of making new friends to be socially engaged and adjust 

to the new environment emerged through the interviews. For some, the new environment 

presented the opportunity to make new friends and maintain friendships with other students 

from their preparation courses, first joint courses, orientation courses, and continuing courses 
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(n = 5). Some (n = 6) felt integrated, considered themselves social, had many friends from the 

beginning (Table 3, A12), and pointed to the mutual influence that took place between them, 

such as learning from each other (Table 3, A14). Others had difficulty making friends (n = 6) 

and felt they had to give up to be completely themselves and play a role (Table 3, A10a), while 

others pointed out that although they had tried in many ways to make friends, it was challenging 

to establish close friendships with Finns. For some, friendships only existed at the university 

and in the courses but did not continue outside the university environment (Table 3, A15a). All 

in all, the participants considered friendship a critical factor in their well-being and academic 

adjustment. The data further showed that the age of arrival in their host country (Finland) was 

indicative of having close friendships.  

 

Table 3 

Academic Well-Being 
Interview Quotation 

A1 “It’s kind of like starting a new life, and like there was hope that everything would help me 

find my place in society, and I would be … happier in life.” 

A2 “You always know that you are different because you look different from everyone else…. 

Every time when you came to class, you get attention … teachers always remember your 

name first …, but also I feel like everyone is nice.” 

A5 “Sometimes, I felt proud [but] also sometimes helpless because there was no one in my family 

to ask, so I would have to ask … the teachers and staff.” 

A6 “Actually, they [teachers] did not see me as different and as [having] a lower IQ or anything 

like that. The only one that sees like that is us, and that is not reality.” 

A7 “I was totally alone in the university, and the Finns were among themselves.… At some points 

when I had some difficulties in some courses, there was nobody to help me or nobody to do 

the problems with me, so at some points, you feel despair.” 

A8 “I was very proud of myself… I don’t know any immigrant men studying in my major here 

at the university.” 

A10 “I always had stress because they gave me this feeling that I do not have any differences with 

Finns in the case of language.… It is true that I do not want teachers to treat me separately 

from others, but I feel it [would be] positive in this line that teachers know that I am not like 

others, and it is not necessary to have as much stress to do [work at the same level] as Finnish 

do.”  

A10a “Sometimes, you should play a role (it means you should change your character apparently) 

because if you want to be yourself, it will be difficult to integrate fully into the class.” 

A12 “I think I am social, like, I can describe myself socially based on my life experiences.… I am 

quite well integrated into the university that I can ask other students or teachers … I have 

some hobbies and activities with not just classmates…” 

A13 “I felt very proud because I wanted to achieve, and I achieved, and it was not very normal for 

immigrants.… I was the first to get to the university, and it was a big thing for my family… 

and it creates a responsibility to do things well because it’s like you are paving the path for 

the next generation.” 

A14 “I know they [friends] have impacted me, and I have impacted them. I was like, ‘hey, listen, 

listen’ … it is not very normal among Finns to say, ‘hey listen, listen,’ … so everybody 

learns.” 

A15 “I could not enjoy myself really as I felt fear. I mean, I was afraid that maybe I could not do 

that and study at university.” 

A15a “To be honest, to be friends with the Finnish is not easy.… Our friendship is just about our 

study inside the university … it did not go further like to be with them outside the university.” 

 

Discussion  

 

In this study, three categories emerged based on the GT analysis: academic 

environment, academic performance, and academic well-being. The academic environment 

includes all formal and informal aspects of an academic institution. Meeuwisse et al. (2010), in 

their model, assigned factors to formal and informal teacher interactions and formal and 

informal student interactions in the learning environment. In Tinto’s (1993) model, a distinction 
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was made between academic integration and social integration. Academic integration refers to 

the intellectual life of the university, while social integration refers to relationships and 

connections outside of the classroom. The academic environment is also shaped by learning 

models, such as the Biggs (1989) learning model, which assumes that it is the teacher’s job to 

create a learning environment that supports learning activities that lead to achieving certain 

learning outcomes. This support involves aligning the curriculum, outcomes, teaching methods, 

and assessments, which he called constructive orientation. These models and concepts are 

applied to explain and understand the tasks and processes in academic institutions, such as 

dropping out, success, perseverance, student support, norms, and values.  

In this study, academic environment refers to the sub-categories that the FGMFSs 

interviewed mainly experienced, which include academic abilities and skills, the interaction 

between teacher and students as well as between students and students, activities, programs, 

teaching methods, assessments, and assignments, teaching behaviors, institutional values, and 

university culture.  

The process of integrating and understanding the institutional norms and requirements 

and becoming familiar with the university culture was highly challenging, according to the 

participants. The interviewees repeatedly referred to language skills in general as making these 

processes more difficult. A distinction can be made between academic language, technical 

language, and Finnish as a foreign language. The use of academic and technical language is 

part of university education and must be learned as core skills. What makes things even more 

difficult for some students pertaining to language skills is that in Finland it is also necessary for 

civil servants in public professional positions, such as lawyers, teachers, or doctors, to have a 

good knowledge of Swedish which is the second official language of the republic of Finland. 

This is one reason for the importance to include multilingual education in curricula to promote 

social justice (Paulsrud et al., 2020). Academic writing, which is another core academic skill 

and ability essential for academic life, constituted another significant challenge. However, the 

data indicated that the participants gradually improved their academic writing skills while 

pursuing their degree. 

Overall, FGMFSs recommended that future FGMFSs pursuing an advanced degree take 

more courses to learn and improve their academic language skills. Further competencies and 

skills, such as independent learning that professors expect students to have, which the 

interviewees had considered themselves lacking in, need to be learned as well. The participants 

explained that to cope with the new norms, rules, and requirements of studying at a university, 

they needed time and space for the possibility to think, to adapt to them, and to find coping 

strategies. The adaptation and coping were needed due to their educational backgrounds, 

academic Finnish language skills, and cultural influences. The participants recalled often 

needing more time to ask themselves questions about the tasks, and to consider the areas in 

which they were experiencing difficulties, and to identify the proper actions to take and the 

appropriate process to follow when taking them to address those issues. These possibilities 

included group work when interacting with others, asking questions, responding to questions 

asked by teachers, and talking about feelings and thoughts. According to participants, no 

specific multicultural programs were offered, but the diverse and heterogeneous atmosphere, as 

mentioned previously, differed from the atmosphere of high school in a positive way, all under 

the umbrella of equality, which they highly appreciated. In their study, Zilliacus et al. (2017) 

confirmed the students' impression that only superficial multicultural programs have so far been 

established in education in Finland. However, new curriculum reforms are expected to integrate 

the multicultural perspective more strongly into education. Equal opportunities at the university 

were seen as positive and were highly valued by all of them. However, the value of equality 

conflicted with equity. Because of students’ migration background, being treated equally could 
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negatively impact equity because it may be unfair for students to be expected to complete tasks 

that require certain skills that they do not possess.  

Interactions between teachers and students were reported as both appropriate and 

inappropriate, depending on the subject and the number of students in the class. Teachers were 

found to be helpful and supportive, especially in providing feedback. However, the students felt 

they would have benefited if the teachers had tried to learn more about the students and 

encouraged them to tell more about themselves. These interactions also reflect the students’ 

level of involvement in the university. Involvement in the university, according to Tinto (1998), 

is an essential factor in students’ perseverance.  

The results pertaining to the second category, academic performance, show that 

FGMFSs applied their experiences and the challenges they encountered to develop into 

academic learners, successfully building their thinking, acting, and learning skills. They 

recognized these challenges, questioned themselves, and evaluated the situation. They saw the 

opportunities offered by studying at the university and understood that the only way to 

overcome the challenges was to work harder than others, to study more consistently and 

persistently, and not to give up. They changed their attitudes and thinking by believing in their 

goals and staying focused on what they wanted to achieve. These results are in line with the 

work of Dotson (2016), who argued that the correct formulation of objectives leads to improved 

student performance. They began to use what they learned from teachers, friends, and peers for 

their progress to become independent and stand on their own two feet. They realized that it was 

not easy for them to achieve their goals and that they had to change their attitude, their way of 

thinking, and the way tasks were done, so they worked to become more and more efficient. 

They all had a high degree of self-efficacy and perseverance. As found in other research 

(DeFreitas & Rinn, 2013), there was a positive relation between academic self-concept and 

academic achievement for these students. Their self-confidence, hard work, motivation, and 

interest in the subject and discipline and the goal of remaining at the university led them to 

succeed.  

These results are also in line with those related to the concepts of self-efficacy and 

persistence. Zimmermann (2000, p. 86) wrote, “Self-efficacy beliefs have also shown 

convergent validity in influencing such key indices of academic motivation as the choice of 

activities, level of effort, persistence, and emotional reactions.” Martin and Marsh (2009, p. 

353) defined academic resilience as “a student’s ability to overcome acute or chronic adversities 

that are seen as major attacks on educational processes.” The Conway (2009) model of 

immigrant and native student persistence includes high school preparation, resources for 

academic skills, and educational aspirations. In this model, she compared different groups, but 

the results were inconsistent. Individual student groups showed persistence in specific areas, 

while the vast majority of students at community colleges in the United States did not show 

persistence. It is obvious, however, that perseverance and hard work were a necessary condition 

for success. 

With regard to perseverance, Mendez and Baumann (2018) investigated persistence in 

a College Assistant Migrant Program (CAMP) and were able to show that academic resilience 

in the Latinx student population was not associated with academic persistence. Instead, family 

responsibilities, work, and debt accumulation seemed to be the strongest predictors of leaving 

college in their circumstances. Edman and Brazil (2007) could only partially confirm their 

hypothesis that ethnic minority students have lower self-efficacy.  

For the target group of the current research (FGMFSs), a high degree of self-efficacy 

and persistence of students was uncovered during the interviews, although the way this group 

of students studies seems to be a blind spot for universities. Universities seem to underestimate 

the challenges they face and how they manage and overcome these challenges. Lecturers and 

administrative staff should give more attention to the situation these students face and how they 

can receive more support. The experiences and perceptions of the FGMFSs in this study show 
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that more support for the learning process is needed. Although this study highlights the 

strengths of these successful students, it is possible that not all FGMFSs work hard enough or 

have the strong persistence necessary to succeed.  

The third category, academic well-being, consisted of psychological, emotional, and 

social aspects for coping, adapting, and functioning in life. For Gräbel (2017), psychological 

well-being referred to the purpose of life, personal growth, environmental mastery, self-

acceptance, and autonomy, and social well-being referred to positive attitudes toward people as 

well as belief in the growth and understanding of society and participation and identification 

with the society; emotional well-being refers to positive and negative emotions. Diener (2006) 

focused on positive effects (e.g., contentment, pleasure, euphoria, interest, engagement, and 

joy) and adverse effects (e.g., sadness, anxiety, worry, stress, frustration, guilt and shame, envy, 

loneliness, and helplessness). These positive and negative emotions and moods play a major 

role in our daily lives. Bui (2002) discovered that first-generation students had a greater fear of 

failing in college. Gräbel (2017) found a positive relationship between emotional and 

psychological well-being and academic achievement. Cobo-Rendon et al. (2020) reported that 

mental health impacts the well-being and academic performance of academic learners. 

These results align with the findings from the interviews in this study. The interviewees 

conveyed positive emotions, like pride, happiness, and overall positive feelings, but negative 

emotions, like loneliness, helplessness, and stress, were also mentioned The feeling of 

loneliness that was experienced had to do with the difficulty in making friends among Finns at 

the university. Having friends and studying with them as a group, not being alone, and getting 

support from peers was very important. Friends can help with academic adaptation, can share 

information, exchange academic experiences, and students encourage and learn from each 

other. Loneliness was also partly caused by significant differences in age (they felt too old, 

particularly if the age of arrival was 17 or 18, to make friends) or cultural differences (not going 

to pubs). Also present was a fear of being unable to complete the tasks, of making mistakes, 

and of not being able to speak Finnish in the seminar. According to the data, perfectionism and 

fear of making mistakes bothered the participants for a long time until they learned that they 

were allowed to make mistakes. Thus, they learned to study and to learn at the university in a 

relaxed atmosphere. The interviewees never reported feeling guilt towards their family for 

going to college when their family members were unable to achieve the same goal, as 

Covarrubias et al. (2015) reported in their study. 

According to these categories, the links that emerged to combine the three main 

categories—academic environment, academic performance, and academic well-being—can 

best be explained by functioning and a sense of belonging. The three categories are interrelated. 

This means that a supportive and encouraging climate in an academic environment can 

positively affect performance and well-being. Positive feelings of well-being, such as 

happiness, friendship, and encouraging thoughts, affect the quality of performance. High-

quality performance can, again, influence good feelings, valued involvement, and positive 

perspectives of the students towards the academic environment. 

In this study, the sense of belonging referred to the academic environment with the sub-

categories of academic language, institutional norms, and academic skills among academic 

learners; it also referred to academic performance, in which a strong relationship between self-

efficacy and persistence can be seen. Well-being is expressed in emotions such as pride, 

happiness, helplessness, fear, stress, friendship, interactions, making decisions and planning, 

and personal growth in a new environment. This sense of belonging and the status they have 

achieved is something that interviewees want to maintain. These are among the most essential 

feelings they expressed. Moreover, the feeling of not being seen differently accelerates the 

feeling of belonging. They were viewed just like other Finnish students, which gave them a 

feeling of belonging. This feeling of belonging motivated them to do more to secure their status 
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as students and their academic success and led to valued involvement in their study at the 

university.  

As a graduate-to-be seeking to achieve academic goals, individuals work hard and 

persistently, as giving up is not an option. I call this concept “functioning.” This functioning 

includes all activities and actions related to strategies to overcome academic challenges, in the 

sense that it is vital to understand the ambition and goals and the field of study one has chosen 

and to achieve academic and social potentials. This functioning is motivated by the aspiration 

to have a better life and a good career, and the ability to participate in working and professional 

life. The desire to be successful personally, but not forgetting to be a good role model for other 

students with immigrant backgrounds and one’s community, makes them more responsible, 

functioning, and capable. Students must want to function. That is, they must take responsibility 

for themselves, show perseverance, and work harder and longer than others to belong and meet 

the requirements, which are the same for all. They are proud to be FGMFSs, and they feel even 

more responsibility to be successful. 

In conclusion, the results of this functioning lead to belonging, which create a circular 

process in the academic success of these students. That is why the two concepts—a sense of 

belonging (sb) and functioning (f) —are interdependent. Overall, if you feel that you belong, 

then you will be functional, and when you are functional, you feel that you belong [(sb⇒f) Λ 

(f⇒sb) ≡ sb⇔f].  

The results of this study agree with those of previous research in which the feeling of 

belonging has demonstrated positive effects on the intention to persist (Hausmann et al., 2007); 

on belonging and identification to reduce retention (Hoffmann et al., 2002); on academic self-

efficacy; on intrinsic motivation and task value; on the promotion of student participation 

(Freeman et al., 2007); sense of belonging as a significant predictor of self-reported meta-

cognitive and academic time management strategies (Won et al., 2018) and on belonging, 

familiarity, acceptance, and a sense of justice (Teng et al., 2020).  

 

Conclusion 

 

In this article, based on the study of 15 FGMFSs, the recollections participants on their 

experiences and perceptions in higher education in Finland were described and analyzed. The 

experiences and perceptions were classified into three main categories: academic environment, 

academic performance, and academic well-being. These factors were crucial for the 

participants’ successful studies, according to the information they provided. The three 

categories help to understand what these students experienced when they entered the university 

and began their studies, what their strengths were, what challenges they faced, the strategies 

they employed to address those challenges, and what led to their success.  

Based on the GT approach, in which a link between the categories is sought, in this 

study, the links between the three identified categories are best described as “sense of 

belonging” and “functioning.” The sense of belonging is an important factor in the time spent 

at the university, as it was for the interviewees in this study. A sense of belonging is important 

for FGMFSs’ status and their position in their families and society. The sense of belonging can 

be strengthened by a valued involvement, where they can see themselves as leaders of their 

self-growth as academic learners in the pursuit of achieving their goals. It gives them the 

strength of “functioning.” This functioning is reflected in their persistence and self-efficacy, 

which we can also be referred to as “very hard working.” The perception of the different 

situations results from the interactions between their individual experiences and the academic 

context in which they took place. At first, their experiences are perceived through their naive 

perspective, but, after a while, they perceive the values on which the academic environment is 

based. In other words, at first, they do not “see” how everything works. They learn more and 

more and find better ways to cope and to act efficiently in their studies and their learning. As a 
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result, their perceptions change and, therefore, both the sense of belonging and the functioning 

complement each other. 

The results also indicate that additional university activities and support programs are 

needed to help more students become successful, especially those with this background, in their 

academic careers. The results of this study can help educators and administrators better 

understand the vital role these two concepts play in the education of FGMFSs and what 

individual steps can be taken to improve the education and services provided to them. This may 

consist of considering and possibly developing further academic, social, and cultural programs 

to strengthen the sense of belonging and functioning at the university for this group of students. 

The following points can be mentioned as practical implications of this study on a micro 

(teachers and professors) and a macro level (administration): 

Micro level: 

 

• Providing support by teachers and professors through active inquiry when 

needed  

• Creating situations in the classroom in which students’ previous knowledge and 

experiences can be presented concerning cultural backgrounds 

• Promoting friendships and friendly peer relations among students to prevent 

loneliness  

• Using, supporting and encouraging group work and cooperation actively   

• Strengthening self-efficacy through motivation and recognition  

• Supporting and promoting effective individual working habits 

• Strengthening and enhancing personal and informal communication, discourse 

and meetings between teachers and students  

 

Macro level: 

 

• Offering enough support at the beginning of the study program for students to 

enhance understanding the nature of academic environments and to organize 

studies properly 

• Organizing and offering courses for academic writing  

• Organizing informal activities to create opportunities to make friends and 

strengthen peer relations in the study contexts 

• Developing and offering intercultural programs, seminars, and courses also 

in cooperation with students 

• Appreciating students' cultural and other knowledge and experiences in 

developing the curricula. 
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