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Abstract 

This qualitative study sought to discover how non-religious and religious minority international 

students negotiate the overtly religious aspects of their experience at an evangelical Christian 

university and what acculturation attitudes and strategies are revealed. Through semi-structured 

interviews, students discussed preconceived ideas about Christian universities coupled with 

personal accounts of their university experience. The comments specific to religion were 

evaluated according to J.W. Berry’s four acculturation attitudes/strategies of assimilation, 

integration, separation, and marginalization. Separation, in the form of politely avoiding or 

ignoring religious topics and activities, was the dominant acculturation attitude and strategy of 

the students. Most students focused primarily on their identity as students although the 

ubiquitous evangelical mindset was often uncomfortable and unavoidable. Evangelical 

universities must pay careful attention to the non-religious and religious minority international 

student experience regarding religion in order to enhance the students’ overall acculturation and 

their persistence towards graduation.  

 Keywords: acculturation, international students, religion, evangelical university 
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Chapter One: Introduction 
 

 International students spend time away from their home culture engaging in and being 

exposed to new academic, social and physical situations. The ongoing contact between 

international students and the culture of the host university results in bi-lateral cultural changes 

known as acculturation (Berry, 1997b; Berry, 2005; Berry, Kim, Power, Young & Bujaki, 1989). 

Interwoven in the concept of acculturation are attitudes that reflect “an individual’s preference 

on how to acculturate” (Berry, 2005, p. 704) along with the actual behaviors indicative of 

acculturation strategies. Acculturative stressors most commonly discussed specific to 

international students include language, academic stress, sociocultural stress, discrimination, and 

finances (Smith & Khawaja, 2011). In addition to those stressors, international students may 

encounter distinctly different religious views and belief systems. Learning about different beliefs 

and noting other religious practices prompts international students to filter such encounters 

through their existing worldview possibly resulting in another layer of acculturative stress.  

 There are approximately 900 religiously affiliated colleges and universities in the United 

States. One hundred twenty are classified as Christian universities and have qualified for 

membership in the Council for Christian Colleges and Universities (CCCU) (“Council for 

Christian Colleges and Universities: About CCCU,” 2014). CCCU member institutions can be 

classified as systemic in that they are required to have Christian mission statements that integrate 

Biblical faith into educational programs and have institutional policies that ensure all full-time 

faculty members and administrators profess faith in Jesus Christ (Litfin, 2004). Over half of 

CCCU institution mission statements employ wording indicative of a global focus, using words 

such as society, culture, global, and worldwide (Firmin & Gilson, 2009). While some CCCU 
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institutions require students to be Christians and affirm their agreement with the university’s 

religious beliefs, many welcome students from other faith backgrounds. Therefore, international 

students of various religious or non-religious backgrounds can find themselves immersed in an 

overtly Christian community. However, there is a paucity of data regarding this student 

population, their experience, or their perception of the religious climate on campus.  

 Navas, García, Sánchez, Rojas, Pumares & Fernández (2005) designate religious beliefs 

as a central, core, and private domain of sociocultural reality in the overall acculturation process. 

Although the acculturation of international students regarding religious aspects of university life 

is not usually publicly or openly discussed, it is still noteworthy. That part of their acculturation 

experience is magnified in an overtly religious university setting such as an evangelical 

university where Christianity is prominent not only in physical identifiers on campus (crosses, 

chapels, inscribed Bible verses, etc.) but also within the curricular and co-curricular elements of 

the university experience. 

Purpose 

 The purpose of this qualitative study was to discover how non-religious and religious 

minority international students negotiate the overtly religious aspects of their experience at an 

evangelical Christian university and what acculturation attitudes and strategies are revealed. The 

research acknowledges the host university’s dominant majority position regarding religion, and 

thereby represents voices that are often not heard, are underrepresented, or are misunderstood on 

Christian campuses. Analysis of the data demonstrates that the onus is on the Christian university 

to better understand this growing student population and acknowledge the university’s influence 

on the acculturation process. Additionally, the findings can be used to consider policies, 
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practices, and initiatives that will enhance and support the goals of the university and the 

students.  

Terminology 

 The term non-Christian is a blanket identifier often used within evangelical circles to 

denote anyone outside of their faith. However, the term insinuates otherness, which can be 

interpreted as derogatory. Recognizing that these students are often misunderstood or 

misrepresented, it would be imprudent to employ that term. Therefore, non-religious and 

religious minority are used to identify the religious affiliation of the participants in contrast to the 

religion of the host university. Non-religious was deemed acceptable by the Interfaith Youth 

Core and was used as a self-identifier for the 2014 Campus Religious and Spiritual Climate 

Survey (CRSCS) without apparent negative connotation. As descriptors of the university, the 

terms evangelical and Christian are used somewhat interchangeably, with evangelical 

amplifying the strong commitment among some Christians to share their message with others. 

 The term dominant majority refers to both to numeric advantage and the governing 

religion of the host university (Christianity), while religious minority refers to the lesser numeric 

and religious representation of Buddhism, Hinduism and Islam at the host university. Worldview 

minority is used to combine both the religious minority and non-religious as one entity. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review  

Acculturation  

 One of the most widely accepted definitions of acculturation is “those phenomena which 

result when groups of individuals having different cultures come into continuous first-hand 

contact, with subsequent changes in the original cultural patterns of either or both groups” 

(Redfield, Linton & Herskovits, 1936, p. 149). This definition continues to be cited in current 

publications on the topic, and psychologist John W. Berry’s work over the past decades 

continues to provide a framework that contemporary scholars use to amplify and further explore 

the concept. The aspect of Berry’s work that is most applicable to this study is the accentuation 

of the minority group as it relates to the dominant group, recognizing that the minority group 

often adapts its values and practices in order to both integrate and remain distinct from the 

dominant group (Berry, 1980; Sodowsky & Plake, 1992).  

 Berry, Kim, Power, Young, and Bujaki (1989) created an acculturation framework that 

isolates two key factors: the desire (or lack of) to maintain ethnic identity and distinctiveness, 

along with the desire (or lack of) to seek out and maintain relationships with the other group 

through participation and adoption of cultural norms. The resulting four acculturation attitudes of 

assimilation, integration, separation and marginalization are summarized as follows:  

Table 1 

Summary of Acculturation Framework Terminology based on Berry et al. (1989) 

 Desire to 
maintain identity 

Desire to relate to 
the other group 

Assimilation Low High 
Integration High High 
Separation High Low 
Marginalization Low Low 
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The same terminology is used to denote both acculturation attitudes that reflect the disposition 

with which individuals and groups approach the challenge of acculturation, and acculturation 

strategies that include the choices and behaviors employed during the acculturation process.  

 Acculturation can be studied at the group level or the individual level, both being 

inextricably linked to the other. Any study of acculturation is incomplete if one seeks to 

understand group acculturation without acknowledging the individuals within, or places sole 

focus on the individual without considering the influence of the group. Similarly, neither 

attitudes nor strategies can be divorced from the acculturation attitudes of the host society 

(Bourhis, Moise, Perreault, & Senecal, 1997; Piontkowski, Florack, Hoelker, & Obdrzálek, 

2000). Because acculturation affects multiple entities, any study must recognize the ongoing and 

simultaneous acculturation processes that are interdependent while often varying in intensity or 

visibility. As Berry so aptly stated, “no text (no matter how generous the word allocation), nor 

figure (no matter how complicated), can represent every aspect of the realities of the 

acculturation process” (Berry, 1997a, p.62).  

 Navas, Rojas, García, and Pumares (2007) seek to address the complexity inherent in 

acculturation and compliment the work of Berry et al. with their Relative Acculturation Extended 

Model (RAEM) by differentiating between acculturation attitudes and acculturation strategies 

employed in seven distinct sociocultural domains: politics/government, work, economic, family, 

social, ways of thinking, and religious beliefs. The domains are ordered beginning with those 

that are more public and peripheral, then moving on to those that tend to be private in nature and 

reflect core beliefs (Arends-Tóth & Van de Vijver, 2007; Navas et al., 2005; Navas et al., 2007). 

Furthermore, a distinction between ideal and real acculturation attitudes and strategies is 
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emphasized since the two are not necessarily the same (Navas et al., 2005; Navas et al., 2007; 

Ward & Kus, 2012). A group or individual might prefer one acculturation attitude ideally, but 

choose to adopt and employ a different acculturation strategy depending on the domain and/or 

the perceived desires of the host culture.  

 According to the RAEM model, the immigrant population is more likely to align with the 

host group in regards to the peripheral domains that are more flexible than the core domains such 

as religion (Luque, Fernández, & Tejada, 2006; Navas et al., 2005). Several studies contain 

elements that confirm the distinction between ideal and real acculturation. The RAEM study 

conducted in Spain found that the immigrant populations in question indicated a desire (ideal) to 

remain separate regarding religion while the results from the native population revealed no clear 

expectation even though assimilation was preferred in the other private domains. However, both 

the native and immigrant groups recognized separation as the chosen (real) acculturation strategy 

regarding religion (Navas et al., 2007). Another study in Greece noted that immigrants were 

aware of the advantages of adopting the majority religion, yet remained reluctant to give up their 

religion (Grigoropoulou & Chryssochoou, 2011). Acknowledging the transformation of religious 

belief and practice over time, Gans (1994) cites immigrant populations as producing 

“acculturating descendants” (p. 577) in subsequent generations.  

Students and Religious Acculturation 

 In 1960, Danker published an article regarding the role of the church in light of the 

increasing presence of international students in the United States. He cited Abraham in the Bible 

as the “image of the sojourner” and “one of the first international men” (p. 549). The term 

sojourner is an adequate descriptor of the international student as a short-term non-immigrant 
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(Brown, 2009; Hechanova-Alampay, Beehr, Christiansen, & Van Horn, 2002; Sam & Berry, 

2010). The term also encapsulates the spiritual transformation that is possible as a result of such 

transient intercultural contact affirming the idea that “leaving home often allows student 

sojourners to reflect upon and critically examine societal values and ideologies left behind” 

(Morgan & Smedley, 2010, p.36). If religion is a private, core domain, one might assume that 

changes in belief or practice are unlikely, especially during a short-term intercultural, non-

immigrant experience. Still, the nature of acculturation denotes that some consideration, 

conscious or unconscious, of religion and worldview beliefs takes place during the acculturation 

experience. 

 Examination of the acculturation of students of minority religions at the primary, 

secondary, and post-secondary levels attests to the significance of religion in the acculturative 

experience. Juchtmans & Nicaise (2013) examined the “lived religion” (p. 157) of Muslim 

students in Flemish primary schools, noting the varying strategies employed at school versus at 

home; for example, some kept family and religious domains separate, while others sought to 

blend the domains by shifting perspectives regarding each. Niens, Mawhinney, Richardson, and 

Chiba (2013) used acculturation theory as a lens for analyzing how secondary students of 

religious minorities navigated their experience at schools in Northern Ireland where Christianity 

was dominant. The researchers noted the students’ perception of the school’s acculturation 

attitude as key, and found that most students employed separation strategies when possible, 

although most desired and generally attained integration. Their findings concur with the assertion 

that “the host society is of central importance to the acculturation of the migrant” (Smith & 

Khawaja, 2011, p. 702). International students at a private Christian high school in the United 
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States recounted positive overall integration into the school, although many were not Christians 

and none had chosen to attend the school because of religious affiliation (Yin, 2013). 

 Studies conducted at post-secondary institutions include a focus on religious minorities 

and the role of religion or spirituality as a coping mechanism or as a factor promoting 

psychological well-being (Hsien-Chuan Hsu, Krägeloh, Shepherd, & Billington, 2009). Very few 

studies address religion as it relates specifically to the acculturation of international students at 

the university level. Andrade (2008) found that spirituality and shared religion was a key factor 

for international student persistence at a faith-based institution in the United States. However, all 

of the international students shared the religion of the host university so religious acculturation 

was arguably minimal. Patten & Rice (2008) noted stressors that affected international student 

persistence at a religious university. Overall integration boosted persistence to graduation, 

although students of different religions than that of the host university had higher attrition rates. 

More recently, Mayhew, Bowman, and Rockenbach (2014) observed that religious minority 

students, including international students in the religious minority, were often marginalized on 

university campuses. Such marginalization reduced their spiritual identification since “students 

not only must negotiate the academic and social transitions of college, but they must also 

contend with lived realities that are shaped by their minority status” (p. 223). 

Interfaith Initiatives 

 According to the 2014 Open Doors Report on International Educational Exchange, the 

United States hosted 886,052 international students at colleges and universities during the 2013-

2014 academic year. Nearly fifty percent of the international students came from China (31%), 

India (11.6%), and Saudi Arabia (6.1%) – countries where Christianity is not the dominant 
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religion. International students bolster the number of non-religious and religious minority 

students on US campuses thus prompting conversation about the shifting of the majority 

religion’s numbers, influence, and posture. More specifically, Christian campuses are engaging 

in dialogue about diversity and inclusion, while seeking theological footing for interfaith 

engagement. 

While the interfaith movement is not the topic of this research, nor is spirituality, it is 

noteworthy that significant efforts are underway to better understand the spiritual climate on 

religious campuses. The Campus Religious and Spiritual Climate Survey was predicated by the 

fact that “little is known about how the campus climate for religious, spiritual, and worldview 

diversity is perceived and experienced by students with varied religious and nonreligious 

identities” (Mayhew, Bowman & Rockenbach, 2014, p.220). The initial report highlights 

international students as a group that reports more negative interactions “characterized by tense, 

hostile, and unresolved interactions” (Interfaith Youth Core, 2014, p. 20).  

The changing landscape of higher education in the United States as it relates both to 

international students and religion provides incentive to better understand the international 

student experience. Assertions that “the kinds of attitudes members of the larger society have 

towards immigrants and/or the kinds of settlement policies the larger society has toward 

acculturating groups can influence the adopted strategy” (Sam & Berry, 2010, p.476) justify 

further exploration of student acculturation attitudes and strategies, as well as of the students’ 

perception of the university’s acculturation orientation. Acculturation studies provide a 

foundation with which to identify and articulate both attitudes and strategies. Particular emphasis 
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on the religious domain within the acculturation process is both timely and particularly relevant 

to faith-based post-secondary institutions.  
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Chapter Three: Research Design 
 

 The aim of this research was to collect firsthand accounts of the non-religious and 

religious minority international student experience at an evangelical Christian university with 

specific focus on the religious aspects of university life. The research sought to discover how 

non-religious and religious minority international students negotiated the overtly religious 

aspects of their experience at a Christian university and what acculturation attitudes and 

strategies were revealed. 

 This qualitative study consisted of semi-structured private interviews intended to assess 

preconceived ideas about Christian universities followed by personal accounts of the lived 

university experience. Interviews were recorded, transcribed, analyzed, interpreted, and coded in 

order to discover common acculturation strategies and underlying attitudes revealed through 

narrative accounts and reflective comments.  

Setting 

 The host university is a member of the Council for Christian Colleges and Universities 

and fits the definition of a systemic university in that all faculty and staff share core Christian 

beliefs. The mission statement boasts of integration of faith and work reflective of the passionate 

Christian faith and successful entrepreneurship of its founder. The university’s undergraduate 

students are required to attend chapel services approximately three times per week, and all 

degree programs require a minimum of four Bible or theology courses. In addition, professors 

are expected to begin each class with prayer and a short devotion (an intentional time to focus on 

God by reading Scripture, reflecting on God’s work, sharing personal testimonies, etc.)  
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 International students, for the purpose of this research, are defined as students in the 

United States on student visas. In August 2014, the host university’s Department of Institutional 

Research reported an international student population of 116 students from 37 countries, making 

up nearly eight percent of the traditional undergraduate student body (p. 50). The significance of 

those numbers is less about the quantity and more about the rapid growth. In August 2011, there 

were 56 international students on campus from 22 countries. The doubling of international 

students simultaneously introduced several religious minorities into the campus community, 

specifically Muslim, Buddhist, and Hindu students. Immigrants often “trigger a redefinition of 

the collective identity of the dominant host society” (Bourhis et al., 1997, p.372) and the 

growing, visible presence of non-religious and religious minority international students impacted 

the campus climate and existing religious norms. 

Participants 

 Students chosen for the study had been enrolled at the university for two or more 

semesters. At an international student meeting in September 2014, international students had the 

opportunity to indicate a willingness to participate in a semi-structured interview with the 

researcher during the Spring 2015 semester. Based on the meeting responses and the researcher’s 

existing knowledge of the student population, eleven students were contacted via email to 

confirm willingness to participate. In order to provide a more balanced representation of 

religious backgrounds and add more females to the interview pool, two recent alumni were also 

contacted.   

 The purposive and convenience sampling of participants consisted of ten males and three 

females, roughly mirroring the male to female ratio of the student body. The interviewees self-
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identified their religious identity as follows: four Muslims, three Hindus, two Buddhists, one 

atheist, one agnostic, and two did not identify any religion. They ranged in age from 20-28, had 

completed two to ten semesters at the university, and were currently studying or had completed 

degrees in engineering, aviation, computer science, or business. 

 The rapid influx of internationals students coincided with the overt introduction of 

religious minorities to the university; therefore, the student population that met the criteria for 

being interviewed was small. There were only four other students currently enrolled who met the 

criteria, and two students who had recently graduated. Interviewing those students would have 

caused an imbalance in the religious representation allowing the results to be more reflective of 

one or two worldviews than the others. Because this study did not highlight acculturation linked 

to specific religions or worldviews, a balanced representation was maintained.  

Research Method 

 Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) provided the methodological framework 

that guided this research project. While IPA is commonly employed in the field of psychology, it 

is also used to examine both cultural and religious phenomena (Hussain & Bhushan, 2010; Jaspal 

& Coyle, 2009). IPA acknowledges that humans are sense-making creatures and the “accounts 

which participants provide will reflect their attempts to make sense of their experience” (Smith, 

Flowers & Larkin, 2009, p. 3). Since worldviews involve assumptions and beliefs that help 

interpret and understand reality, a methodology that explores sense-making was appropriate for 

this study. If individuals are “able to cope skillfully in a particular situation, ‘thought’ is very 

rarely an issue at all – it becomes necessary only when the normal order-of-things breaks down” 
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(Larkin, Watts & Clifton, 2006, p.106). IPA moves a step beyond merely describing an 

experience to exploring, understanding, and communicating that experience.  

 IPA allowed the participants to articulate their thoughts, and the researcher attempted to 

provide analysis that offered “meaningful insights which exceed and subsume the explicit 

claims” of the participants (Smith et al., 2009). IPA recognizes that the researcher can strive to 

provide an accurate insider perspective, but ultimately, the account is co-constructed by the 

researcher and participant (Larkin et al., 2006; Smith et al., 2009).  

Data Gathering Tools  

 Specifically worded and open-ended interview questions were used as a guide during 

each interview (Appendix A). Although the aim of the research was to reveal acculturation 

attitudes and strategies, the questions were not intended to prompt direct comments regarding 

assimilation, integration, separation, or marginalization. Rather, questions were asked to expose 

those attitudes through narrative accounts or reflective assessment. Questions about religious 

background and expectations regarding study at a Christian university provided necessary 

context and insight into perceptions and planned acculturation strategy. Students were asked to 

list aspects of the university they considered “Christian” as a launching point for questions 

related to experiences and feelings they linked to the religiosity of the university. They were also 

asked if their attitudes (used in a general sense rather than in the acculturative sense) or 

perceptions about other religions had changed, or if their personal religious beliefs had changed. 

The researcher explained that many Christian universities only admit Christian students. In order 

to discover perceived acculturation attitudes of the university, the interviewees were asked to 

speculate as to why the host university opens its doors to non-religious students and students of 
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other religions. Finally, a modification of Berry’s two dimensional questions were asked 

regarding desire to maintain cultural identity versus desire to adapt to the university setting.  

 The variety of questions proved to be helpful since each student had obvious difficulty 

with certain questions. Some were able to give anecdotes while others could only repeat general 

feelings. For some, the complexity of some of the concepts proved difficult to articulate in their 

second language, and others struggled to understand the question and would stray from the topic, 

thus benefitting from various types of questions. Reflective of this difficulty, some of the 

interviewees’ direct quotes cited in the results section have been cautiously edited for written 

clarity without altering the meaning or tone.  

Study Conduct and Data Collection 

 The researcher contacted the interviewees via email to request an interview. Upon receipt 

of an affirmative response, the student selected a date, time, and location for the interview. All 

current students chose to be interviewed in the researcher’s office on campus, one alumna met 

the researcher at a coffee shop, and the other alumna was interviewed via Skype. The interviews 

took place over the span of six weeks and interviews varied in duration from thirty to sixty 

minutes.  

For the first few interviews, the list of the interview questions and consent form 

(Appendix B) were emailed in advance. The intent was to grant the students who do not speak 

English as a first language extra time to consider the topic and think about how to articulate their 

thoughts. However, it was obvious that no one read the documents prior, so the researcher did 

not continue that practice. Each interview was recorded with the interviewee’s consent. Most 

interviewees were asked the entire list of interview questions; however, the precise wording was 
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often abandoned in order to help with comprehension. Similarly, follow up questions were asked 

to elicit more details or clarification. Students were given the opportunity at the end to add any 

additional information that they thought would be helpful or relevant to the study.  

Method of Analysis  

 The process of reading and re-reading the interview was employed, as delineated by 

Smith et al. (2009), while making initial notes in an adjacent column including descriptions, 

contextual comments, linguistic notes, etc. Based on that cumulative coding, emergent themes 

were identified and noted. The researcher grouped those emergent themes to articulate “super-

ordinate themes” (p. 96). The same series of steps were followed for each interview, with the 

additional step of integrative coding looking for thematic patterns existing across cases. Those 

patterns were further explored and relevant follow-up questions were integrated into subsequent 

interviews. The dominant themes informed the core conclusions of the study.  

 Since IPA can be undergirded by existing theoretical constructs, Berry’s four 

acculturation attitudes were used as a grid through which to view the emergent themes and 

enhance analysis. Each theme, anecdote, description, or feeling was considered in light of 

assimilation, integration, separation, and marginalization. Cumulative coding (Smith et al., 2009; 

Larkin et al., 2006) within individual transcripts revealed distinct acculturation strategies related 

to overall acculturation and more specifically to religious acculturation. The integrative coding 

process compared those themes across the set of transcripts in order to identify patterns shared 

by most participants. IPA was a suitable choice for this study because the concurrent systematic 

analysis of specific detailed accounts were interpreted with caution in the context of a wider set 

of data with the aim to produce responsible and potentially helpful conclusions.  
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Ethical Considerations 

 Ethics approval was obtained from Royal Roads University, and the host university 

granted full Institutional Review Board approval. This research was a natural outflow of the 

researcher’s role as advisor and instructor at the host university. However, careful consideration 

was taken to ensure that participants understood that the research would not affect their academic 

standing, that their identities would be protected, and that they were not obligated to participate. 

The only course taught by the researcher is an introductory course during international students’ 

first semester; therefore, none of the interviewees were currently in the researcher’s class since 

selection criteria required having completed a minimum of two semesters at the university.  
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Chapter 4: Results 

Most interviewees considered religion to be private or personal and strove to be open-

minded and respectful of other beliefs. In the context of an evangelical Christian university 

where religion is very public, international students who did not share the religion of the host 

university attempted to keep religion separate, often by avoiding religious topics or events 

whenever possible. Consequently, they instead focused primarily on their identity as students and 

sought to positively associate themselves with the relational, ethical, and spiritual benefits of the 

environment. Their separation regarding religion was a chosen strategy influenced by the 

perceived acculturation preference of the university regarding religion. The students emphasized 

their respect for Christianity, although the university’s interest in the students’ worldviews or 

beliefs was perceived as minimal. The exclusivity of the evangelical message was presented in 

overt and subtle ways, thereby reminding the students that many considered their beliefs to be 

wrong, further perpetuating the separation strategy. 

 The first themes discussed form a helpful context for the students’ responses related to 

their experience as non-religious and religious minority students. Each interviewee was asked 

about their religious background, including common practices and how life at the university 

impacts their religious practice. The responses were also indicative of their devoutness both in 

their home country and currently in the United States. The students then discussed any pre-

conceived ideas they had about a Christian university. Their prior understanding along with their 

lived experiences at the university formed the basis for their articulation of what makes the host 

university Christian.   
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 Second, narrative and reflective accounts from the interviews are presented according to 

four dominant themes encapsulated in the phrases “ignoring politely” and “positively 

uncomfortable.” The four words contained in those phrases capture both the positive and 

negative results. Within those themes, the research question related to how students negotiate the 

religiosity of the campus experience is most directly addressed, and analysis of their answers 

reveals acculturation strategies and attitudes. 

 The final section elicits consideration of the role of the host university in the 

acculturation process gleaned from comments about the university’s motivation for including 

non-religious and religious minority students in the student population. Consistent with the 

design of the study, only the student perception is discussed as interpreted through their 

suppositions and experiences. 

Religious Background and Christianity 

 Religion as culture and lifestyle 

The majority of the participants openly spoke of religious influence as part of their 

upbringing. Some came from devout families and spoke of their families’ religious beliefs and 

practices in their home countries. The Muslim students recognized that they had little exposure 

to other religions or other belief systems, while the Hindu and Buddhist students boasted of 

religious pluralism in their countries and the ease with which they interacted with people of other 

religions while growing up. A few students had little to no religious influence in their early 

years. Of those, one exhibited curiosity during his high school years and sought out places of 

worship independent of his family, while another said she “never in [her] life thought about the 

spiritual side of things” (Interview J) prior to arriving in the United States. 
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Whether devout or nominally religious, those that ascribed to a belief system described 

their religion as intimately linked with their culture. In fact, for many, it was difficult to separate 

their religious practices from their cultural practices. According to one student, this melding of 

religion and culture indicated that his religion had been swallowed up by the culture, akin to the 

Christian origin of Christmas now being largely absent in most observances. For other students, 

religion was explained as a lifestyle that permeates every aspect of life, both private and public. 

Few participants spoke of religious doctrine, yet most spoke freely about the external 

manifestation of their beliefs through religious rites or daily practices. 

 Open-mindedness and faithfulness 

 Over half of the participants, while articulating their religious adherence, included 

comments about open-mindedness and respect for other religions. The students from culturally 

and religiously homogenous settings indicated that a benefit to studying in the United States, 

particularly at a Christian university, was the opportunity to become more open-minded and 

respectful of other religions. One interviewee in particular was notably proud of his newfound 

understanding of other religions and took great pride in representing his religion in such a 

context. When he spoke of respect, he would vacillate between comments about his respect for 

others and the respect he has felt from the university in return. The students from religiously 

plural countries spoke of open-mindedness and respect as well, yet their comments suggested 

that they experienced less open-mindedness at the host university than they were accustomed to 

in their home countries. In general, Christian students were depicted as close-minded, though 

professors were portrayed as being more open, often genuinely interested in learning about 

differences.  
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 While open-mindedness was an esteemed value for nearly all participants, faithfulness to 

their own belief systems remained intact. They felt that their beliefs remained valid even in the 

face of differing belief systems, and they took pride in steadfast devoutness though physically 

removed from their religious communities and families. When asked if their religious beliefs had 

changed at all, ten responded, without hesitation, that their beliefs had not changed. Two of those 

respondents emphasized that their original beliefs had become even stronger.  

Three students stated that their beliefs had changed since they enrolled at the university 

and that they now identify to varying degrees with Christianity. One considered herself a 

Christian, another is “kind of stepping over on that side now” (Interview J) and another was 

“starting, trying to be a Christian now” (Interview M).  All spoke with hesitancy as to the degree 

of departure from previous beliefs and commitment to their new religion. None of these students 

came to the university with a religious background, so perhaps their openness to Christianity was 

greater since they did not relinquish any religious tradition. Ironically, even those who affirmed a 

degree of alignment with Christianity maintained some distance from the dominant evangelical 

Christian identity of the university. Comments were made insinuating that they were not “as 

Christian as they are” as if people around them set an impossible or even undesirable standard. 

This hesitancy to fully identify as Christian could also be explained by other domains (ie. family, 

social, political) maintaining significant influence and not permitting the student to fully adopt a 

new religious identity. 

 Christianity in everything 

 All the students knew about the university’s religious identity prior to enrollment yet 

echoed a similar sentiment that “you don’t know how deep it is until you get into it” (Interview 
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A). Many expected a Christian university to be strict and have many rules, while also providing a 

calm and peaceful setting. Those expectations were largely met with the unexpected realization 

that Christianity permeated all aspects of university life on the host campus, both curricular and 

co-curricular.  

The only students who had any concept of a Christian university were a few who knew 

former students. The rest of the students could only conceptualize a Christian university based on 

their enrollment in or awareness of Catholic primary and secondary education in their home 

countries. Education in a Catholic school typically denoted a higher level of English instruction 

and a set of rules specific to that setting. Understanding of any theology represented by those 

schools was minimal; even for those that attended Catholic schools, their understanding was 

basic and they acknowledged that the host country’s religious majority practices were carried out 

within the private Catholic school context.    

The few who mentioned their expectations to be discriminated against because of religion 

stated that they had not experienced religious discrimination at the host university. A few 

participants anticipated a form of positive discrimination in that they expected to be allowed to 

“wean off those [Bible] courses and just take regular ones” (Interview A). No such exemption 

was granted, yet another student felt he received special treatment in Bible classes and passed 

quite easily being given accommodation for his religious minority status. 

 What makes the university “Christian” 

 Based on both their pre-conceived understanding of Christianity and their year(s) at the 

host university, the students identified factors and practices that were definitively “Christian.” 

The most commonly cited factors included Bible classes, chapel, class prayers/devotions, and the 
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rules (behavioral standards). Identifying these tangible factors along with other intangible 

elements was necessary for the students to later recount experiences related to religion on 

campus. 

 To summarize their comments regarding the four tangible factors, Bible classes were 

generally described as negative, although nearly all students expressed interest in learning about 

other religions. However, the classes jeopardized their GPAs as they entered with little or no 

background information, or they felt that those classes diverted valuable time away from classes 

related to their majors. Mandatory chapel services were depicted as something to be endured 

with the occasional enjoyable performance. Class prayers and devotions were not as difficult for 

the students since the duration was shorter, many found the topics agreeable, and the practice of 

pausing to focus in prayer (often substituted by meditation or their own faith prayers) was seen 

as positive. Insomuch as the university rules and Christian community standards lined up with 

their own values and lifestyle choices, the rules were not seen as a problem. In fact, for some, the 

conservative environment was more comfortable and preferable over their perception of or 

experience at non-religious universities. 

 More holistic responses regarding what defines the host university as a Christian 

university referred to what the university commonly refers to as faith integration. Students made 

comments about faith being central and asserted that the university tries to see faith in 

everything. Recalling first impressions based on pre-arrival email valedictions and prayers 

during new student orientation, one student said, “It’s like a slow poison, like not poison, just 

using a term, no offense… it’s slowly getting into, ok, this is totally a Christian university and 

they are very serious about it” (Interview A). Therefore, the adjustment to a new culture was 
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compounded by the host university’s deep religious conviction and comprehensive faith 

integration. 

“Ignore Politely” and “Positively Uncomfortable” 

 When asked what words encapsulate what it was like to not be a Christian at a Christian 

university, one of the students said “ignore politely” (Interview F) as a description of his 

strategy.  Another student, after detailing a sequence of fun social interactions that somehow 

culminated in students standing in a circle to pray, was asked if he considered that experience 

positive or negative. He responded with a big smile, “Positively uncomfortable!” (Interview C). 

Both phrases, “ignore politely” and “positively uncomfortable,” reflect dominant themes woven 

throughout all of the interviews. Each phrase fuses the positive and negative, reflecting the 

mixed experience of students of minority worldviews on an evangelical Christian university 

campus. Politeness was manifest by consideration of others while respectfully ignoring or 

avoiding certain interactions. Furthermore, students sought to identify positive aspects of the 

university with which they could align in order to counter the uncomfortable religious saturation 

of their experience.  

 Politeness and respect 

 To ignore something politely connotes a level of respect or consideration since simply 

ignoring does not require concern or regard for the other entity. A recurring posture among the 

interviewees revealed that a key acculturation strategy of ignoring or avoiding was undergirded 

by a politeness and care so as not to offend or upset the person with whom they were interacting. 

 Two students spoke of an encounter during their first few days on campus when a young 

woman approached them, asked their religion, and proceeded to state her obvious disagreement 
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with their beliefs in a direct and verbally combative manner. Although they were a bit offended, 

they did not retaliate with equal directness. Their account focused more on her as a person rather 

than on her message:  

 She would just kept on talking and talking, and we were like, not ignored her, we were 

like smiling at her because we couldn’t say anything and we can’t hurt her feelings, 

because it’s her feelings she’s letting out. We just smiled and we just kept on eating and 

she just left. (Interview C) 

 Another student echoed the same sentiment when talking about the direct questions many 

students ask him: “If I give an answer then they won’t feel good about it” (Interview H). An 

interviewee also pointed out that they might need to call on the person in the future for help. 

Damaging the relationship would jeopardize such an opportunity. One student even asked the 

researcher if he had responded appropriately in a situation where another student bowed to pray 

before a meal. His inquisitiveness, especially considering the interview took place over a year 

after the incident, revealed an ongoing desire to maintain peace and live in such a way as to not 

offend.  

 While student consideration for others’ feelings was a dominant theme throughout the 

interviews, correlative consideration offered by the university was perceived as minimal. While 

interviewees repeatedly cited how genuinely kind students, staff, and faculty were at the 

university, they pointed out that consideration of their distinctness as worldview minority 

students was lacking in that it seemed chapel speakers did not realize that there were students of 

other religions in the audience, and some professors addressed the whole class as if all were 
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Christians. One of the students with greater longevity at the university conceded that such 

classroom dynamics had improved significantly since his first year.  

 The word respect was the most frequently used term to describe the interviewees’ posture 

and the posture of others, whether positive or negative. Referring to people at the university, one 

student said, “People respect religion and when you talk to someone and he has faith, you know 

from where you start with him” (Interview G). The interviewees eagerly voiced respect for 

Christianity while sharing accounts of feeling respected in return. When people spoke kindly in 

public about other religions, the religious minority students felt respected. However, there was an 

occasion cited by multiple interviewees when a chapel speaker made broad generalizations about 

other religions, and those comments were not favorable. In the chapel setting, the students’ 

minority status was unavoidable and most seemed to disengage quickly though physically 

present. Some students’ attempts to respect the chapel experience included trying to feel the 

energy, bowing their heads, or meditating during prayer. However, one student later shifted his 

approach from seeking a form of engagement to “just trying to be silent” (Interview L) in order 

to not disturb others. Others mentioned their habit of putting in earbuds during chapel services. 

 The most poignant example of perceived lack of respect occurred during a rugby match at 

the host university. There were two Muslim players on the opposing team that went to a far 

corner of the athletic fields to pray. The student recounted that spectators began loudly singing 

the U.S. national anthem. 

 And I was pretty upset with it. And they were shouting like, “This is America.” 

 I saw it as, since it was a Christian university, at that moment I felt like… uh sometimes 

they do not respect other religions. And I felt down, like we, like for Buddhists, we like 
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respect all the religions. So, when my friends go pray, I just go with them and pray. I’ve 

seen Hindus do the same thing. And back in my country Catholics did the same thing. 

But, one different thing I saw was like, at that moment, from that incident, like I just 

understood like some of these people does not like respect other religions and respect 

other cultures. I was pretty upset and I could have talked to someone, like to stop it, but I 

was the only one. So, there was no one else. So, I was pretty helpless. And sometimes I 

feel ashamed of myself because I did not stop it. (Interview C)  

 This incident also highlighted the isolating nature of being in a religious minority group. The 

student was not ashamed of his religious minority status; rather his shame was linked to his 

hesitancy to act on the Muslim students’ behalf, partly because no obvious support was in place 

in the presence of perceived disrespect for any religion outside of Christianity. 

 Ignoring and avoiding 

 Part of the non-religious and religious minority students’ politeness and consideration 

involved a strategy of avoiding or ignoring religious topics, whether in class or social settings. 

Many perceived that the listener did not necessarily want to hear their thoughts: “Because, you 

know, people they do not want to understand. Because such kind of conversation, like if you go 

in deep, it may hurt” (Interview H). Another student, when asked some direct questions about his 

beliefs, responded, “I told him I have the answer. I can answer you, but you will not accept it 

anyway because you have this in your mind” (Interview G).    

 One student arrived at the university already somewhat braced to hear “something I don’t 

want to hear” so he planned to “have like a shell like keeping from another religion” (Interview 

F). He determined that no such shell was needed as his university experience unfolded, but other 
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students talked about being inundated with Christianity and feeling like other students ignored 

their religious identities: “I feel like I’m just learning about their religion. They don’t care much 

about what my religion is. So yeah. That’s what I feel. Sorry.” (Interview I).  

 At times, the direct communication style typical of Western cultures proved difficult to 

navigate during conversations about religion. One student felt, “I’m not American, so I can’t just 

stare you straight in the face and say, ‘ok, stop it’, ‘let me go’” (Interview L) and therefore 

politely endured conversations. Others said they “just kind of smile and get through it” 

(Interview K), or “avoid the topic” (Interview H). One student spoke more strongly of her 

resistance to engagement in religious entreaties, saying, 

 I just wanna observe and see, and you know, I mean I have time. I wanna take my time to 

do it. And I hate it because people try to push me into things. You know, they think that it 

would be helpful if I just go to a church with them, or, ‘What if we do this Bible study 

together?’ I’m like no. (Interview J) 

 At times, it seemed convenient when other people assumed the interviewees were 

Christian. In those instances, they neither corrected the assumption nor explained their beliefs in 

hopes of avoiding conversations, or they would “just act like a Christian or say I am a Christian 

so that the situation doesn’t get awkward” (Interview J). Yet one student found similar 

assumptions problematic in that his participation at Christian events elicited extra attention since 

participation was sometimes perceived as evidence that he was considering converting. 

 The classroom setting provided situations that students could neither ignore nor 

completely avoid. During one class, everyone was invited to the front of the room to lay hands 

on a student and pray for him. The sole Muslim student in the room remained in her seat, not 
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particularly uncomfortable, but separate nonetheless. In another class, when her male lab group 

was high-fiving and she needed to avoid physical contact due to religious conviction, her 

creative avoidance strategy was to “click pencils” with the male students and this alternative was 

positively received.  

  Mandatory Bible classes generated acute awareness of their worldview minority status. 

The majority of interviewees definitively stated that they did not speak in Bible classes. One 

student explained, “The Hindu in me comes out when I’m in a Bible class. It’s like how you say, 

like alter ego” (Interview A). Along with this self-awareness came an acknowledgement that 

many around him were more devout in their faith than himself. Speaking of the typical Christian 

student eager to discuss religion, the Hindu student asserted, 

 He’s more qualified than me because I’m not at all practicing my religion although I 

know my scripture what is the reason behind it, I should be more qualified so I can talk 

… it’s just that he’s more qualified – and he’s into religion and he’s following it. You see 

you are in the university and you see it, so I think I’m lesser qualified than him so I just 

skip that topic, and think ok, it’s like that, and just take it and not say anything. 

(Interview A) 

 Only one interviewee did not mention intentionally avoiding conversations or religious 

topics. He was well versed in his religion and demonstrated an eagerness to engage. However, 

even in his engagement he revealed a strategic manner of dialogue intended to avoid futile 

interactions or conversations that were not characterized by mutual respect. 
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 Finding a positive identity 

 By avoiding or ignoring religious engagement, many students muted their religious 

expression during their studies and instead focused on shared identities found within the campus 

community. The non-religious and religious minority students all spoke favorably of several 

aspects of the university, seemingly in an attempt to situate themselves and their values within 

the university context through educational objectives, relationships, shared ethics, or similar 

beliefs. 

 Students consistently referred to their educational objectives and cited their student 

identity as paramount; avoiding religious deterrents was a necessary tactic to keep educational 

goals at the forefront. When explaining his response to religious conversations, one student said, 

“I don’t want to get into this cuz it’s not my job really… I’m here to study and get my degree” 

(Interview A). The same sentiment was echoed by another when asked if it was hard to be a 

Muslim at the host university: “No, because I’m a student” (Interview F). A Hindu student said 

the “main thing is knowledge, so just focus on that” (Interview H). 

 Many spoke of the genuine kindness of students, staff, and faculty, and of the substantial 

relationships they developed with peers or superiors. Students were quick to identify the 

relationships that exhibited open-mindedness and authentic interest: “Students are very close to 

each other. Also with the staff and faculty, like the prayers at the beginning of each class show 

how much they are close to each other … I love this part” (Interview F). They spoke of Christian 

roommates, lab partners, professors, and fellow international students as people who reached out 

to them and manifested their faith in word and deed. After going through a traumatic event, one 

student recalled his friends praying for him: “They all prayed for me, like we hugged together 
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and they all cried, they even cried when they prayed, when they heard I pray. It’s like I feel like 

that’s the real friends, that’s like a family” (Interview M).   

 The moral identity of the students was also positively enhanced in the university setting 

as they sought out shared values and ethics. The peaceful, calm, and quiet setting was viewed as 

desirable and conducive to greater concentration on studies while simultaneously supporting 

moral convictions. Since many referred to their religions as lifestyles, they pointed out that the 

rules and community standards for living were similar to their lifestyle in their home country, or 

that of their families. One student even said that his “normal life is pretty much same for 

Christians. Actually, it’s not Christian, it’s just life” (Interview E). The community behavioral 

standards were seen as favorable for the Muslim students in particular, and perhaps the strongest 

affirmation of the values reflected in the campus community came from a Muslim student: “To 

be honest, if I were to come back to my country and one day I will have son and he want to come 

to US, I will send him to Christian school” (Interview G). Although he did not agree with the 

religion of the university, the positive association with the moral code of Christianity outweighed 

the perceived immoral lifestyles prevalent elsewhere. 

 The final positive association noted among participants was the link to their own beliefs 

or religion. Beyond shared moral codes, they spoke of aspects of Christianity that were similar to 

their beliefs or practices. They described feeling the words being prayed, similar to how they felt 

in their own religion. One Muslim student enjoyed being able to contribute in Bible class 

projects by citing shared features of the religions along with his geographical and cultural 

knowledge which enabled him to offer additional perspective. Whether during prayers or 



INTERNATIONAL	  STUDENTS	  AT	  AN	  EVANGELICAL	  UNIVERSITY	  
	  

38	  

devotions, the students seemed to filter the content through their religious worldviews and 

deemed that much of the content was not in direct opposition to their beliefs. 

 Two students spoke of their participation in Christian worship or prayers as beneficial to 

“get the steady mind… focused mind through prayers… I like to observe energy in those kinds 

of environments” (Interview L).  The engagement in those activities did not imply agreement 

with the creed, but rather it allowed for a modified religious or spiritual experience. Those with 

strong religious backgrounds esteemed and found inspiration in the conviction of fellow 

students: 

Some of the student they love their religion, that’s what I like about it. They like try to do 

like everything nice to show that that’s the Christianity. That’s what I like about them. If 

I have a chance, I will do exactly like them. (Interview D) 

 Uncomfortable mindsets  

 No keen observation is needed to recognize that being a worldview minority international 

student at a Christian university can be uncomfortable. Many anecdotes were uncomfortable for 

a variety of reasons; however, the most profoundly uncomfortable accounts exposed the deeply 

entrenched mindsets of both interviewees and evangelical Christians. The mindset of the 

international students that religion is private, coupled with their perception of the university’s 

exclusive religious mindset, sheds light on an undercurrent of tension influencing how they 

negotiated life at the evangelical university. 

 The majority of non-religious and religious minority international students saw religion 

as deeply personal and private, and therefore struggled with public and direct religious 

conversations. Although many considered themselves open-minded to learning about other 
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religions, including Christianity, their interest did not reflect a desire to change, or even consider 

changing, religions. This often put them in compromising positions. In order to complete 

assignments in Bible classes, one student sought to honor the class content yet still answer 

honestly. In doing so, he felt an internal discord, lacking “peace of mind, that I sort of lied” 

(Interview L). Students who tried to find ways to integrate their religious practices into their 

university life felt hindered by university rules (rules not specifically cited) that limited their 

religious expression.  

While international students struggled to express their religious identity, several found 

themselves on the receiving end of evangelistic efforts. Many accounts included conversations 

where a Christian student intently shared his/her beliefs with little to no evident interest in 

learning about the international student’s beliefs. While standing in line to pay for a meal in the 

dining hall, one Muslim student was approached by a student he did not know: 

He came to me and said, ‘hello.’ I said, ‘hello.’ He said, ‘I just wanted to let you know 

that Jesus loves you.’ And then he left. He said nothing else. He said just ‘Jesus loves 

you’… I feel, what’s the point? What do you want from me? (Interview F) 

Another student recalls earlier in her academic endeavors when she was open about not being a 

Christian:  

If I tell anyone that I’m not a Christian as soon as that come out, everyone try to schedule 

coffee and try to talk me through things…. My freshman year I would really just honestly 

say, I’m not [Christian] but I like it here. Um, yeah, so I mean I just kind of offered 

information and a lot of people tried to push it like, I mean I’m open for conversations 
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but sometime you know like, those make me feel like guilty about things that I feel I 

shouldn’t be guilty about. (Interview K)  

The Christian students obviously considered religious beliefs to be of primary concern, and the 

manner in which they pursued conversation revealed their hope that the international student 

would ultimately agree with the Christian message. Their conversational tactics exposed that the 

underlying motive was to evangelize, not simply to get to know their fellow students. 

 In contrast, several students talked about conversations about religion that were favorable 

and positive. When friends or faculty listened to them, asked questions, communicated genuine 

interest, and did not force the topic, students felt respected and were more open for dialogue. 

One student described enjoyable conversations about religion with a roommate who “knows how 

to treat other people, people who are outsiders” (Interview L). His description of how his 

roommate engaged in conversation was “to get to know about things, but not in a way like going 

and personally touching you and trying to see what’s inside you.” Thus, the student alluded to 

the probing nature of unwelcome religious conversations. Another viewed the intensely personal 

nature of religion and practices as positive when fellow students offered to pray for him during 

an illness: “It feels like my friend is really care about me and though we have different religions 

but he’s trying to use the power of God like trying to heal me and trying to make me relieved 

from the pain” (Interview B). 

 Regardless of whether the topic of religion was welcomed, students consistently cited the 

lack of options they felt. They were required to attend Bible classes, listen to devotions and 

prayers before classes, attend chapel, etc. The Christian message surrounded them and one 
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student noted her discomfort specifically regarding working on a group presentation for Bible 

class.  

I didn’t feel comfortable actually. Um, it’s something like, I mean it’s not my religion, 

something I believe. I was interested in knowing what Christianity is like, uh, I knew a 

lot. I like read the whole Bible and um, but still when I participate, I’m a Muslim. I’m 

participating in Christian things that I don’t believe in. I’m sorry. (Interview I) 

Although Bible classes were intended to be academic in nature, the student still considered 

participating in class to be equivalent to participating in a religious activity. Required Bible 

classes seemed to blur the lines between religious conviction and academic study, and tacit 

agreement seemed necessary in order to fully participate. 

 Furthermore, the mindset inherent in evangelical Christianity that implies and, at times, 

overtly states that other religions and belief systems are false was an ongoing source of 

discomfort for many interviewees. Feeling set apart because of their worldview minority status 

was compounded by such a mindset, and was well articulated by one of the Hindu students: 

 The type of Christianity they follow here, it’s all about your lifestyle, I mean life… 

realizing that Jesus is the way for your salvation. But, it also is like you have to 

disapprove other religions, and that was a very hard thing for me to digest because I was 

grown up and brought up in a way in which other religious people also they won't 

directly say no other religions, all the other religions are lie, and uh, they are just wasting 

their time. Nobody ever, never, like, you know, shared a point like that in public or in a 

classroom, or inside a friend circle. We never do that. So I even, like, if another person is 

following other religion, I will encourage them. I will admire them, like their affiliation 
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to their religion and how keenly they follow it. And so it was really hard for me to see, to 

see and hear people talking like other religions are a lie and false. Yeah, that was really 

big hit for me.  (Interview L) 

Internationalize and evangelize 

 The university’s articulated evangelical commitment and its inclusion of students outside 

of the Christian faith reflect a desire to maintain the university’s religious identity along with a 

desire to pursue relationship with non-religious and religious minority students. These factors are 

closely linked to the aforementioned perceived mindset of exclusivity. Stated and implied 

messages sent by the university to the students about the place of their non-dominant worldview 

within the campus environment shaped the students’ perception of how the university wanted 

them to acculturate.  Students were asked to speculate as to the motivation for opening doors to 

students espousing worldview beliefs that were not Christian. Interestingly, participants usually 

answered as if not Christian was synonymous with international. 

 Reasons for admitting worldview minority students that benefit the university were 

usually cited first. Most students quickly spoke of the university’s desire to enhance its 

international reputation as graduates return home with degrees and the ability to promote the 

university in those countries. Closely linked was the desire to internationalize the campus, as 

students cited part of the university’s vision statement: “Claiming every workplace in every 

nation as our mission field…” (Board Policy Manual, 2015, p. 6). Several students either boldly 

or somewhat apologetically mentioned the financial gain and business advantage of admitting 

worldview minority students in addition to Christian students. 
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 According to the interviewees, the university also accepts worldview minority students 

with benevolent reasons in mind. The students believe that the university espouses the view that 

education is for all and it is only fair to offer such an opportunity to everyone. The priority of the 

academic endeavor prompted one student to strongly state that universities should have “a broad 

mind” (Interview C) and should be lucky to have high caliber students regardless of religion. He 

even said he would willingly sign a statement of faith just to be able to access what he deemed to 

be the best education in his field.  

 Isolating the religious facet as a motivator, students recognized that the university wanted 

to influence others and represent Christianity well. The term “homemade missionary” (Interview 

F) summarized the evangelical atmosphere on campus in that US Christian students have the 

opportunity to be missionaries without leaving their country. Another student said, with no 

contempt, but with a hint of admiration, that it was the university’s desire to “rescue us” 

(Interview E). 

 In summary, non-religious and religious minority students entered the university 

experience with minimal understanding of Christianity and no idea how pervasive the Christian 

message would be in their academic experience. Their reasons for choosing the university along 

with their perception of why the university welcomes worldview minority students betrayed the 

fact that the students are primarily seeking an academic experience, while the university strives 

to impart religious messages as part of the holistic experience. The polite and respectful posture 

of the international students was bolstered by a keen awareness of the positive elements of their 

experience that seemed to offset the uncomfortable religious aspects that they could not fully 

avoid.  



INTERNATIONAL	  STUDENTS	  AT	  AN	  EVANGELICAL	  UNIVERSITY	  
	  

44	  

Chapter Five: Discussion 

 This research explored the ways in which non-religious and religious minority 

international students at the host evangelical Christian university navigated their experience 

related to the religious aspects of the university. Findings revealed that the students adopted an 

acculturation strategy of separation regarding religion. The emergent themes of politeness, 

avoidance, positive identity, and uncomfortable mindsets contribute to acculturation studies 

related to the religious domain and the role the dominant majority plays in the acculturation 

process. Furthermore, employing suggested terminology of guarded integration and protected 

integration allow for further consideration of integration as the ideal shared acculturation 

strategy, recognizing the unique postures of the host and sojourner. 

  The results of this study were consistent with previous studies concluding that students 

tend to minimize or keep religion separate as a private or core domain in the educational context 

(Juchtmans & Nicaise, 2013; Mayhew et al., 2014). However, at an evangelical university, the 

religious domain is thrust to the forefront as the public nature and centrality of beliefs are 

perpetuated in curricular and co-curricular aspects of the university. This reality imposed 

positional shifting of the ordered domains of Navas et al. (2005, 2007). Similarly, the 

fundamental questions of desires (to maintain cultural identity and/or pursue relationships with 

the host culture) found in Berry et al.’s framework (1989) fail to acknowledge that some 

religious convictions supersede personal desire.  

 The university’s ongoing enrollment of international students with differing worldviews 

implies a desire to integrate those students, yet the students did not perceive a desire on the part 

of the university to incorporate other worldviews into the university experience. Students were 



INTERNATIONAL	  STUDENTS	  AT	  AN	  EVANGELICAL	  UNIVERSITY	  
	  

45	  

aware of the sentiment expressed in the university vision statement that every workplace and 

nation is a mission field. While the vision and mission statements do not prevent non-religious 

and religious minority students from attending the university, there are clear overtures about 

integrating Christian values and practice into the educational experience along with Christian 

character outcomes in the graduates. Interviewees expressed comprehension of, even respect for, 

the consistency of such statements with evangelical theology, yet they were unable to 

definitively state why the university values their inclusion into such a setting beyond enhancing 

diversity. When interviewees suggested religious diversity as a possible motive, their 

experiences generally contradicted that conjecture. 

 Hints of segregation and marginalization existed in the comprehensive experience of the 

international students. Berry summarizes segregation as imposed separation, and marginalization 

as forced assimilation with forced exclusion (1989, 1997b). One could argue that the students 

experienced segregation in that the university policies and practices imposed religious separation 

by not allowing them to practice their religion publicly.  However, no comments depicted the 

university as imposing separation; rather, each student articulated a conscious decision to 

willingly keep his/her religion separate. Similarly, if assimilation was forced (through required 

participation in chapel and Bible classes, for example) and was combined with forced exclusion 

(based on the exclusivity of the evangelical message), one could argue that a form of 

marginalization existed. However, the host was not portrayed as unwelcoming, and there were no 

accounts of students being pressured to conform or convert by the university. Nevertheless, 

evangelical Christians fundamentally desire assimilation in the form of conversion, consistent 

with evangelical theology. Regarding exclusion, students expressed feeling rejected or excluded 
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based on their worldview minority status, yet there was minimal evidence that they were 

intentionally excluded. Instead, they were regularly invited to participate in the full range of 

campus activities. Therefore, Berry’s acculturation attitudes and strategies of marginalization and 

segregation do not adequately describe the dynamics at play, nor conclusively capture the 

university’s acculturation attitude and strategy.  

It is noteworthy that the interviewees did not articulate whether or not they ideally 

desired to keep their religion separate, or if they chose that strategy based instead on the 

perceived desires of the university. Religious background and pre-conceived ideas of a Christian 

university were factors in their acculturation attitude, but what they experienced at the university, 

including the perceived acculturation attitude of the university, ultimately dictated their chosen 

strategy. The host university’s influence aligns with the typical role of the dominant culture as 

follows: 

The dominant group’s acculturation orientations usually indicate whether or not the 

dominant group allows the subordinated group members to maintain their own culture 

and partake in relationships with the dominant group. In contrast to that, the concern of 

the subordinate group is the way members of their own group should behave 

(Pointkowski et al., 2000, p. 2). 

Required Bible courses, chapel attendance, class devotions, and class prayers communicated the 

university’s expectation that all students must enter into the dominant religious culture. These 

factors both fueled the students’ desire to keep religion separate while simultaneously ensuring 

that full separation from religious topics was not attainable. Still, limited participation in class 

and avoidance of conversations about religion served to somewhat protect their religious privacy.  
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 By considering the host university’s minimal display of openness or inclusivity regarding 

religious diversity, one better understands the students’ sense that religious integration was not a 

viable option. Berry (1997b) states, “Integration can only be ‘freely’ chosen and successfully 

pursued by non-dominant groups when the dominant society is open and inclusive in its 

orientation towards cultural diversity” (p.10). Respect and open-mindedness were repeatedly 

touted as values held by the international students, but they did not observe such values equally 

esteemed among the Christian population. Therefore, as students consistently echoed desires to 

integrate into the university, their integration efforts were directed towards academic and social 

endeavors.  

 Just as cultural distance refers to the degree of dissimilarity between two cultures and 

reduces the likelihood of positive adaptation (Berry, 1997b), a correlative concept of religious 

distance would imply that acculturation is significantly hampered by the exaggeration of 

religious differences. With that in mind, individuals at the university succeeded in narrowing the 

distance when the dialogue extended an equal degree of respect and consideration, without 

abandoning religious conviction. Non-religious and religious minority international students 

cited their interest in learning about Christianity as verification of their open-minded and 

respectful posture. However, they made it clear that they preferred to receive such knowledge in 

a less imposing manner.  

 Researchers generally acknowledge that integration is the preferred acculturation strategy 

(Andrade, 2008; Berry, 1997b; Niens et al., 2013; Sam & Berry, 2010). Even though separation 

was the dominant acculturation strategy employed by the interviewees regarding religion, their 

responses indicated their general desire for integration. The students’ sense of successful 
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academic and social integration positively enhanced the overall experience. The educational 

pursuits of the students guided them to the university and those objectives were cited as the main 

reason for remaining at the university. While previous research indicates that religious 

identification with the university boosts persistence (Andrade, 2008), emphasis on student 

identity and educational objectives appears to surpass religious identification for many students. 

When students deem the education as a worthy benefit, they choose to stay at the university 

despite unanticipated or undesirable religiosity.  

 Regarding religion, shadows of modified integration strategies appeared when non-

religious and religious minority students felt safe enough to express their religious identity, 

primarily in interpersonal contexts. The overall university posture as communicated by religious 

tradition, policies, and practices, appeared to inhibit such engagement on a larger scale. 

Therefore, the term guarded integration is suggested to describe a form of religious engagement 

that international students deemed acceptable and reasonable. Integration attempts were cautious 

and guarded, and only pursued in religious situations where respect and open-mindedness were 

evident.  

 In conjunction with the worldview minority students’ guarded integration strategy, the 

data suggests that the students want the university to foster and communicate a corresponding 

posture of protected integration. Such a posture would allow the university to preserve and 

protect its religious heritage and conviction while also cultivating a respectful and open 

environment that protects the dignity of non-religious and religious minority students as they 

choose to reveal their worldviews. Protected integration would acknowledge the university’s 

influence as the dominant culture with significant influence on the students’ acculturation. The 
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combined strategies of guarded and protected integration, along with continued emphasis on 

academic excellence, would ideally enhance the overall acculturation experience of worldview 

minority students and increase their persistence to graduation.  
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Chapter 6: Limitations, Implications, Recommendations 

Limitations  

 An obvious limitation to the study was the potential for miscommunication between the 

researcher and interviewees. The researcher was careful not to rush interviews, to clarify 

questions as needed, and to ask for further clarification when the meaning of responses was not 

evident. However, none of the interviewees spoke English as their first language, so there was 

always the possibility of misunderstanding and misinterpretation. Several students struggled to 

find the right words or commented that the subject matter was difficult for them to articulate in 

English. Furthermore, other complex communication factors were at play in that “what people 

choose to say about culture will not necessarily reflect the nature of their culture, but instead, 

represent how they prefer to project it” (Holliday, 2012, p. 505). Whether the students gave 

accurate depictions of their culture, religion, or experience is not an affront to their honesty, but 

rather the legitimate consideration of various cultural values.  

 Some of the students’ cultures of origin favor indirect communication and may have 

communicated an intended obvious message that was veiled to the researcher. Similarly, several 

participants come from cultures in which saving face is paramount and possibly did not want to 

shame the university or its personnel. The fact that the researcher had existing relationships with 

the students might have either enhanced or prevented openness. It is noteworthy that no 

interviewees said anything negative about university staff or faculty. Furthermore, conflicting 

answers revealed a hesitancy to say anything negative at first, although explicitly negative 

experiences or feelings came out later. Two participants gave separate accounts of the same 
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incident, both portraying himself and the other in a markedly different manner. Several 

interviewees interjected apologies whenever they made a negative comment. 

 By choosing to use a variety of open-ended questions, the researcher received a range of 

responses and was often not able to elicit as many anecdotes as desired. While the responses still 

provided relevant data, many students were not always able to isolate the religiosity of their 

encounters. Therefore, it might have been more helpful to directly ask about experiences related 

to the university that are most commonly identified as Christian: chapel, Bible classes, class 

devotions/prayer, and rules. However, for this study, the researcher wanted to first confirm that 

those factors were, in fact, what the international students perceived as distinctly Christian.  

 Finally, the students chosen for this study chose to remain at the university although it 

was marked by a distinct religious culture. Their decision to persist at the university reveals that 

there was a perceived benefit to staying. Students who chose to transfer to another university 

presumably decided that there was not a clear benefit that outweighed difficulties, religious or 

otherwise. Therefore, in order to gain a more complete picture of the non-religious and religious 

minority international student experience at a Christian university, students who transferred 

should also be interviewed. Their accounts would likely include the factors that ultimately 

resulted in their decision to leave. Similarly, including students that are in their first two 

semesters at the university would complement the study in that their acculturation strategies 

would not be veiled by coping and adaptation refined over multiple semesters. While a barrage 

of other cultural and academic adjustments would perhaps muddle their accounts, the researcher 

could isolate specific experiences or settings where the religious domain is ubiquitous. 
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Implications for Future Research 

 The non-religious and religious minority international students spend the majority of their 

time interacting with other students and professors as part of their academic, religious, and social 

experience. Therefore, research is needed that explores the acculturation attitudes of the general 

student population, along with research representative of the university administration and 

personnel regarding acculturation. Research involving university personnel would amplify the 

dominant majority perspective, yet would also reveal what intentional or unintentional messages 

are being communicated to the worldview minority students. Because not all students at the 

university are Christians, analysis of the general student population would offer diverse 

perspective and would undergird efforts to better engage the student body in positive 

acculturation. 

One point that should be further explored is what role non-religious and religious 

minority international students ideally want religion to play in their educational experience. 

Perhaps they would choose to keep religion separate regardless of the nature of the academic 

institution. However, the research was clear that separation is not a comfortable option. If the 

host university does not promote an environment that offers them the choice, the university 

borders on imposing separation. Imposed separation is segregation – arguably not the outcome a 

university would intentionally cultivate.   

Implications for Christian universities 

In the evangelical Christian university setting, religious conviction infuses the 

educational experience in a way that sets clear guidelines and boundaries, and keeps Christianity 

at the forefront. In light of the fact that non-religious and religious minority international 
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students will continue to be in the cultural and worldview minority on such campuses, the onus is 

on the evangelical Christian university to recognize its own posture as the dominant culture. 

Both the university and the students will change as a result of contact with each other (Bourhis et 

al., 1997), yet the dominant majority typically exerts more influence over the other. As non-

religious and religious minority international students attempt to figure out how to engage as a 

subordinate group and adopt acculturation strategies, the university’s action or inaction reveals 

acculturation attitudes left open to interpretation by the students. 

Students in this study continued with the task at hand of completing their education, 

generally feeling good about their experience while attempting to avoid religious aspects of 

campus life when possible. Sam & Berry (2010) point out that “it is easier to accomplish tasks 

and develop positive interpersonal relations if one is feeling good about him- or her-self and 

accepted by others” (p.478). However, the CRSCS report (Interfaith Youth Core, 2014) suggests 

that disengagement from curricular and co-curricular activities is indicative of disengagement in 

other areas. Therefore, if the acculturation strategy of separation regarding religion permeates 

into the whole of their university experience, worldview minority international student attrition 

rates can be expected to rise. 

The non-religious and religious minority international students in this study voiced a 

desire for integration, yet their distinction from the evangelical majority on campus forced them 

to consider acculturation strategies regarding religion apart from their overall ideal acculturation 

attitude. Further consideration of the concept of integration is required, as suggested by the 

modified strategies of guarded integration and protected integration mentioned earlier. Both 

entities must continue to engage and determine whether or not an evangelical Christian 
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university can successfully integrate other religious or non-religious worldviews into its 

evangelical context and, if so, what religious integration strategies would be most conducive. 

The framework proposed by Berry et al. hinges on both host and immigrant desires. 

However, the religious domain appears to require consideration of more than just desires.  The 

ability of the evangelical university to serve those students appears stifled by theology, policy, or 

both. The religious convictions or worldviews of non-religious and religious minority 

international students also determine how they respond to the dominant majority’s stance. 

Whether or not both groups can find shared attitudes and strategies regarding religious 

interaction requires acute awareness on the part of the university, accompanied by continued 

engagement on the part of the non-religious and religious minority students, until both groups 

converge in a way that complements and advances the goals of the institution and the students.  

Recommendations 

 This study provides the university with an opportunity to discuss the conclusions and 

implement measures to advance the university towards higher retention of non-religious and 

religious minority international students, stronger comprehensive internationalization, and 

enhanced cultural competency. Although this study attempted to isolate the experience of the 

students related to religion, further conversations should involve a more holistic consideration of 

the acculturation dynamics at work. 

 At the administrative level, a thoughtful review of the university mission and vision 

statement, along with current policies and practices, is necessary in order to identify messages 

that are being communicated to worldview minority students that imply segregation or 

marginalization. Core values and goals are not expected to change, but a heightened sense of the 
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evolving student population will affect the manifestation of those values to honor the integrity of 

the university and the students. 

 Various groups on campus should be categorized according to the nature of their 

involvement with the international student population (ie. faculty, student services, academic 

support services, office administrators, etc.) Acute tensions related to the rapid intake of 

international students must be identified, along with an assessment of each group’s acculturation 

attitudes towards worldview minority students. Extended dialogue is recommended with the 

School of Theology in that the Biblical basis for the adoption of productive acculturation 

strategies is fundamental in order to be consistent with the nature of the institution. 

 The general student population must also be assessed in order to gauge the nature of daily 

peer interactions between various student groups. Cultural, ethnic, generational, and religious 

factors all shape those relationships. Their acculturation attitudes might not be reflective of the 

university as a whole, yet their acculturation attitudes and strategies would be expected, at least 

in part, to be shaped by the stance of the university. 

 International students, whether Christian or not, must be consistently supported from pre-

arrival through graduation. Efforts to clearly articulate the religious nature of the university 

should be part of student recruitment. During the international students’ initial adaptation 

process, acknowledgment of their discomfort, religious or otherwise, is necessary along with 

overt expressions substantiating their value as a member of the university population. Classes, 

seminars, social activities, and personal support must be offered regularly to both recognize their 

unique needs as well as foster integration. 
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 Finally, measureable campus-wide cultural competency assessment is recommended, and 

all assessments should be followed up with relevant training. As cultural awareness and 

competency increases among students, faculty, staff, and administrators, all groups can begin to 

discuss further steps to promote comprehensive internationalization that bolsters the academic, 

social, and religious experience of the entire campus. 
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Chapter Seven: Conclusion 
 

 The presence of international students in the United States is a current reality, and is 

expected to continue for the foreseeable future. Evangelical universities will likely continue to 

seek out and draw students from around the world. However, as evangelical universities 

incorporate international students, religious diversity becomes a reality not to be dismissed. 

Better understanding of the experience of the non-religious and religious minority international 

students is necessary and will continue to be pertinent to both the students and the host 

university. 

 This study revealed that non-religious and religious minority students at an evangelical 

university kept their religion separate and tried to avoid the religiosity of the university whenever 

possible. Instead, they emphasized the aspects of their experience that resonated with their sense 

of identity as a student, or other aspects that offered them social support. It was only in the 

context of respectful interpersonal relationships that students shifted slightly from a separation 

strategy towards integrating their worldview into their experience. 

 The international students in this study appeared willing to enter guardedly into a 

religious context if they felt that the Christian entity protected their dignity and communicated 

respect and open-mindedness. One interviewee described this dynamic on an interpersonal level 

when he felt like a Christian student was asking about his religion with a challenging and 

disrespectful posture. Eventually the Christian student communicated genuine care and concern 

for the international student, to which the international student gladly responded, “That’s the way 

I like it when you talk to me.” (Interview G). They went on to have a lengthy conversation that 

probably was not very different in content from what the Christian student envisioned. However, 
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the Christian student did not have any basis to speak, or even inquire, without first proving that 

he cared about and respected the international student. 

 Since integration appeared to be preferred by the worldview minority students in areas 

such as academics and social life, and since the university conveyed a favorable attitude toward 

welcoming international students, the question to be considered is if and how the two groups can 

mutually pursue integration regarding religion. Integration would not imply a fusing of belief 

systems, but rather a shift in attitudes. Drawing from Berry’s two main acculturation issues, a 

shared integration attitude would expect both the university and the non-religious and religious 

minority international students to respectfully accommodate each other’s desire to maintain their 

religion or worldview, while actively pursuing relationships with each other. By emphasizing the 

both groups’ high value of education along with their common identity as members of the 

university community, religious and cultural distance would be diminished resulting in more 

satisfying engagement and positive educational outcomes. 
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Appendix A 
 

Interview Questions 
 
 
Please state the following: 

-‐ How long you have been attending this university 
-‐ How long you have been in the United States 
-‐ Your age  
-‐ Your gender 
-‐ Your major 
-‐ Your religion 

 
1. Describe how you practice your religion in your own country, and how you practice your 

religion since arriving in the United States. Please use specific examples. 
 
2. Before coming to this university, how would you have described a “Christian university”? 
 
3. How did you envision being a [Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, atheist] at a Christian university? 
 
4. What three words best describe what is it like being a [Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, atheist] 

on this campus?  
 
5. Name or describe all aspects of this university that you consider to be “Christian.” 
 
6. Please describe your most memorable encounter with something or someone you define as 

distinctly “Christian” on this campus. (This could be an interaction with an individual, 
participation in an event, observation of certain activities, etc.)  

 
7. Was the experience described in #6 positive or negative? Why? How did you respond? 
 
8. Tell me about a specific time when you felt like being a [Muslim, Buddhist, Hindu, atheist] 

was particularly difficult at this university. Why was it a difficult experience? 
 
9. How has your attitude towards other religions changed based on your experience at this 

university?  
 
10. Have your religious beliefs changed at all since you began studying at this university? How 

so? 
 
11. Why do you think this Christian university admits students that are not Christians? 
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Appendix B 
 

Consent Form for Participation in a Research Study 

At LeTourneau University 
 

Non-Christian International Students at a Christian University:  

Acculturation Attitudes 

Please initial each box: 
 

  Description of the research and your participation 
 

You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Rebecca Haesecke. The 
research is part of her thesis project for the Master of Arts in Intercultural and 
International Communication program at Royal Roads University. 
 
The purpose of this research is to better understand the experience of non-Christian 
international students at a Christian university, specifically LeTourneau University. 
 
Your participation will involve voluntary participation in a one-hour interview (minimum) 
with Mrs. Haesecke during the Spring 2015 semester. 

 

  Potential benefits to the participant 
 

You will be given the opportunity to ask questions and express concerns, frustrations, 
surprise, delight, or anything else you have experienced as a “religious minority” on 
campus. Such intentional reflection has the potential of enhancing your intercultural 
experience as you continue in your studies and experience in the university setting.  

 

  Potential benefits to LeTourneau University 
 

This research will help LeTourneau University better understand the non-Christian 
international student experience. Based on the results, the university will have the 
opportunity to implement changes and procedures to more effectively serve the student 
population. 

 

  Risks and discomforts 
 

There are minimal risks associated with this research because the subject matter may be 
difficult or uncomfortable to discuss. The purpose of the study is to better understand your 
experience, not to influence or change your beliefs. If at anytime the subject matter or 
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questions are perceived as too personal, inappropriate or offensive, you do not have to 
respond and you are encouraged to voice your discomfort. 
 

  Protection of confidentiality 
 

All data (including recordings and electronic versions of transcripts) gathered in individual 
interviews will be stored on Mrs. Haesecke’s personal password protected laptop. All files 
for this project will be encrypted using the Mac OS native encryption tools. A backup 
copy of the data will be stored on a USB device, also encrypted, and stored in a locked, 
fire-resistant safe. Any paper copies of transcripts will be stored in a safe and shredded 
when the research is complete. The transcriptionist will not have access to the student’s 
identify and all he/she will know is the participants are students A, B, C, etc. 
 
Consent forms will be scanned, digitally stored in encrypted files, and then shredded. 
Similarly, any transcription sent to the thesis supervisor for review will not contain any 
information which would reveal your identity. The thesis supervisor will only store data 
until the completion of the thesis process (anticipated to be July 2015.) 

 

  Potential Conflict of Interest 
 

This research is NOT part of Mrs. Haesecke’s role as International Student Advisor, 
Designated School Official, or Cornerstones Mentor.  Your participation in the research 
process will have no impact on your status as a student at LeTourneau University. No 
credit will be given, nor special consideration in other areas based on your participation. 

 

  Voluntary participation 
 

Your participation in this research study is voluntary. You may choose not to participate 
and you may withdraw your consent to participate at any time. You will not be penalized 
in any way should you decide not to participate or to withdraw from this study. 
 

  Contact information 
 

Questions or concerns about this study or if any problems arise, please contact: 
      
  Rebecca Haesecke 
  RebeccaHaesecke@letu.edu 
  903-233-3172 
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The thesis work is under the supervision of Dr. Juana Du, Assistant Professor at Royal 
Roads University. Questions regarding this project can be directed to: 
      
  Dr. Juana Du  
  Juana.1du@RoyalRoads.ca 
  250-391-2600 ext. 4563 
 
If you have any questions, concerns or complaints about your role or rights as a research 
participant, please contact one of the following: 
 
   Dr. Steven Mason    Paul Boggs 
  LeTourneau University IRB Chair   Director, Office of Sponsored Programs 
  StevenMason@letu.edu   PaulBoggs@letu.edu 
  903-233-3200      903-903-233-3981  
            

Consent 
 
!  I have read and understood this consent form and have been given the opportunity to 
ask questions.  
 
!  I give my consent to participate in this study. 
 
Participant’s signature____________________________________ _  Date:_________________ 
 

A copy of this consent form will be given to you for your records. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Withdrawal from Research Participation 
 
Although I previously gave my consent to participate in this study, I have since decided that I do 
not want to participate. I do not want any comments, responses, questions or experiences that I 
shared to be included in the research project.  
 
Participant Signature: __________________________________    Date: ________________ 
 
Researcher’s Signature: ________________________________     Date: _________________ 
 

A copy of this updated form will be given to you for your records. 


