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Abstract

A number of universities in the United States recruit sub-Saharan African international graduate
students, but little attention is given to how their educational goals align with their career
aspirations. Notable contextual influences, such as uncertainties about educational goals,
systems of inequality, and restrictive federal policies, significantly impact their educational
success and career pathways. This study investigates the (mis)alignment between educational
goals and career aspirations of sub-Saharan African international graduate students. Guided by
a critical constructivist paradigm and leveraging Ubuntu philosophy (valuing human relations
and helping others to succeed), | conducted 20 semi-structured interviews with culturally and
linguistically diverse African students from various academic disciplines at U.S. R1 universities.
Through a thematic analysis approach, | found that significant number of this sub-group
experiences are in congruence between their academic goals and course content. However,
misalignments including challenges translating knowledge and skills acquired from U.S.
education to their home country emerged.

Full paper
Study Significance

African international graduate students from the sub-Saharan regions are among the fastest-
growing populations seeking higher education in the U.S. (lIE, 2023a). Before the COVID 19
pandemic, approximately 42,000 sub-Saharan African international graduate students

(SAIGS) enrolled in U.S. universities (IIE 2023a). During the 2022/ 2023 academic year, a total
enrollment of SAIGS came from Nigeria, Ghana, Ethiopia, and Kenya to name a few, comprising
a total of 50,199, accounting for 18.1% of all international students enrolled in U.S. universities
(NE, 2023b).



SAIGS, upon their arrival in U.S. educational institutions, encounter complex historical and racial
dynamics inside and outside of classrooms (Mandishona, 2018). They grapple with cultural
differences and report feeling unprepared by faculty and encounter attitudes that disregard
their legitimate needs, which leads to a feeling of being undervalued or not prioritized by their
college or university (Antwi & Ziyati, 1993; Aurah, 2014; Boafo-Arthur, 2014; Changamire et al.,
2021; Mwangi, 2016).

While educational scholars have explored the career aspirations, trajectories, and experiences
of the overall international student population (Arthur et al., 2023; Cozart & Rojewski, 2015),
(mis) alignment of career and educational aspirations (Khattab, 2014; Perry et al., 2016), post-
high school transition, and career influences of African immigrant students (Awokoya, 2012;
Molla, 2022; Stebleton, 2007), there is currently no educational scholarship that investigates the
(mis)alignment between educational goals and career aspirations of SAIGS in the

U.S. Unfortunately, research has not kept pace with the rapid growth of this sub-population. This gap in
educational discourse indicates a significant need to shed light on their academic experiences. Because a
lack of educational discourse and understanding about the experiences of SAIGS prevents them from
being best served, it is vital to cultivate this understanding. Research questions that guided this study
are:

1. How might contextual influences shape SAIGS' career aspirations and educational (mis)
alignments?

2. In what ways can institutional leaders socialize and support SAIGS in developing career goals,
utilizing the Ubuntu philosophy?

Conceptual Framework

| employed a critical constructivist paradigm (Buriro et al., 2021; Schwandt, 1994), alongside
social capital theory (Bourdieu, 1986; Lin, 2002; Coleman, 1988) and graduate socialization
theory (Weideman & DeAngelo, 2020) to gain a deeper understanding of the topic. According
to Bourdieu, Lin, and Coleman, social capital are the resources embedded in a person's social
network that become readily available through the ties individual’s form. Weidman and
DeAngelo (2020) defined graduate socialization as the process by which "individuals gain
substantial knowledge, skills, and values for successful entry into a professional career,
requiring an advanced knowledge and skills" (p. 14).

Method

In this study, | carried out a methodological approach based on a qualitative-phenomenological
method. | conducted one-to one semi-structured interviews (Bernard, 2016), to allow for
probing and to generate rich narratives about the academic experiences of SAIGS across R1
universities in various academic disciplines.

Participants and Sampling



Following Creswell (2017), | utilized a snowball sampling recruitment strategy. The snowball
sampling approach resulted in forty-three initial participants who showed interest in my study.
Participants were asked screening questions to determine their eligibility, which cut down the
number of interested participants to twenty students. | complied with ethical standards by
obtaining approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB). The interviews were audio
recorded via Zoom and transcribed using Rev. Service.

Analyses

| adopted a thematic analysis approach using QualCoder (Brailas et al., 2023), a free and open
gualitative source software for coding data into themes and categories. | employed a three-
coding strategy which aligns with Creswell's (2017) data analysis and interpretation. | used a
constructivist approach allowing for new themes to emerge from the data (Merriam & Tisdell,
2016; Schwandt, 1994).

Findings

Participants shared a plethora of contextual influences, specifically mis(alignments) goals that impact
their educational expectations and career aspirations. SAIGS understanding of alignments was linked to—
alignment with their program of study and alignment with institution visions of partnering with African
educational institutions. Moreso, it became evident in my study that, most participants had mismatched
goals including struggling to translate Western knowledge and skills to home country, having
misalignment with future profession being trained for, and misalignment with pedagogical

approaches. Based on shared experiences, participants who aligned with their career aspirations
and educational goals received support from their advisors.

Implication for Policy and Practice

Findings and recommendations from this study can serve as important implications for policy
makers, scholar practitioners, and researchers to reimagining strategies to support

SAIGS. Educators can therefore support SAIGS to align their goals by preparing them for

careers utilizing the Ubuntu philosophy.
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