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ABSTRACT 

LISA SCHAEFER 

INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS' PERCEPTIONS OF SOCIAL INEQUALITIES IN THE 
U.S. 

 

AUGUST 2016 

For this paper, international students were interviewed about their perceptions 

of social inequalities in the U.S. In particular, I wanted to know whether 

perceptions about different types of social inequality, such as gender inequality, 

racial inequality, or social class inequality had changed after the students’ arrival 

to the country. In-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 10 

international students. Findings suggest that living in the country did change 

most students’ perceptions about social inequality in the country. Changes in 

perception especially occurred concerning racial inequality, which was 

perceived as more prevalent by most students than expected. The role of media 

in shaping the students’ perceptions and the importance of transnational 

research are discussed.  
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PROLOGUE 

 I first visited the United States in August 2010. I came as an exchange 

student during my undergraduate studies to attend Minnesota State University 

in Mankato, Minnesota. I applied for an exchange program in the U.S. because my 

minor was American Studies and because I wanted to get to know American 

culture firsthand. I was overly excited about making my own experiences in the 

U.S. since I had studied so many aspects of American culture and history in 

university and high school. Also, growing up in a region where American military 

units were stationed, I was exposed to parts of American culture and American 

customs. Moreover, like millions of others worldwide, I grew up watching 

American TV shows and American movies. 

 I spent my first few days in Minneapolis with other German exchange 

students until we drove to Mankato to begin our semester. I remember my 

excitement about trying American food, seeing a big American city, and finally 

getting to know the university campus and college life as I lived in the dorms for 

my exchange semester. I met many other international students. Making 

American friends proved more difficult than I had imagined. I soon noticed that 

most people tended to associate with people of the same cultural background. By 

visiting bigger cities like Chicago, Washington D.C. and Minneapolis, I 

experienced the extent of poverty in the country for the first time. To save 

money, my friends and I rented a cheap hotel room in Washington D.C., which 

happened to be in a poor African American neighborhood. This was when I first 
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encountered the racial segregation of districts and saw poverty-stricken 

neighborhoods. I was shocked to see shattered buildings and so many homeless 

people. Besides, just as I had observed in Mankato, people were mostly around 

others of the same cultural background. Perhaps because Obama had just gotten 

elected as the president of the United States, I had not believed that race still 

played such a huge aspect in American society. I was thus surprised to see racial 

segregation and by stories I had heard such as my friend telling me that her 

father would not allow her to marry "black guys.” An occurrence that probably 

shocked me the most was seeing a black man getting tased in the street with 

several police officers surrounding him.  

 I also clearly recall my astonishment about the term "rape culture.” I 

wondered how rape could be such a huge problem on college campuses 

especially - wasn't college a place for educated people to become more educated?  

 After finishing my exchange semester in December 2010, I returned to 

Mankato in fall 2011 to start an internship at the Southern Minnesota Regional 

Legal Services. That is when I learned more about the existence of generational 

poverty in the U.S. since only low-income people were eligible for legal services. 

 I do not think that I was naive before coming to the U.S. In an 

undergraduate course, we had just studied the political campaign of president 

Obama and discussed racial controversies about that campaign. I was aware that 

discrimination still existed in the U.S. However, I was mistaken about the extent 

of its perseverance. I believe that media and probably interactions among people 

of different ethnicities in the military gave me a wrong opinion about race 
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relations in the U.S. I was also shocked to see so many people lived in poverty in 

the U.S.  

 Although I was more aware of social inequality in the U.S. a few years 

later before I came to Texas for my Master's degree in fall 2014, several events 

shocked me. Numerous incidents of police brutality have caught media attention 

within the last few years. While the occurrences themselves shocked me, I was 

possibly even more stunned by the way people discussed or failed to discuss 

these incidents. I recall spending thanksgiving at my friend's grandmother's 

house in suburban Seattle and witnessing the way guests defended the murder 

of Michael Brown by police officer Darren Wilson. One guest talked about his pity 

for the officer and how he may never be able to work in law enforcement again. I 

was so angry that I was left speechless. How could anyone defend the murder of 

an unarmed person by a police officer?  

  I started to wonder how other international students perceived different 

forms of social inequality in the U.S. and whether their views changed since their 

arrival. This is why I decided to interview international students about their 

perceptions of social inequalities in the United States. Social inequality is a very 

broad term and many different types of social inequality exist in different 

societies. For this study, I decided to focus on gender, race and social inequality. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Economic inequality in the United States has increased steadily since the 

1960s and household income inequality has grown by 20 percent since 1967 

(Mather and Jarosz 2014). In 2013, the top 20 percent of American households 

controlled more than half of all household income (Mather and Jarosz 2014). 

Today, the United States has one of the highest income inequality rates among 

developed countries (OECD 2011). Whereas approximately 12 percent of the 

American population was considered poor in the 1970s, the poverty rate exceeded 

the 15 percent bench in 2010 (National Poverty Center 2016). Low income and 

poverty rates are especially alarming among racial and ethnic minorities, women, 

and children (DeNavas-Walt and Proctor 2015). 

 While the rise of economic disparities is a global problem, income 

inequality in the U.S. is higher than in most OECD countries and has increased 

more rapidly than in most OECD countries. Today, the average income of the 

wealthiest 20 percent of the U.S. population is 16 times the average income of the 

poorest 10 percent of Americans (OECD 2014).  The median income of the top one 

percent of Americans is 38 times higher than the median income of the bottom 90 

percent (Priester, Mendelson, Anderson, and Pizzigati 2016).  

At the same time, the United States hosts very many international students. 

Indeed, the U.S. is the country with the largest amount of international students, 
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with nearly one million enrolled international students (IIE 2014). In some 

institutions international students represent up to 12 percent of the entire student 

population. Thus, they contribute to the character of an institution as well as to its 

financial well-being. In this study, I seek to find out how foreign-born students 

who chose to study in the U.S. perceive social inequalities in the country and 

whether their perceptions have changed since their arrival in the U.S. How do they 

make sense of social inequalities in the country as compared to their home 

country and in comparison with their prior images of U.S. society? What 

expectations did they have of social status in the U.S. and do these differ after 

encountering American culture?  

 Lived experiences and perceptions matter since they shape attitudes about 

certain phenomena. While the United States is still the leading country of 

international student enrollment, other countries such as India, Australia and 

Germany are catching up (Lee 2010). Lee (2010) studied international students' 

experiences and attitudes at a U.S. host institution and found that students were 

less likely to recommend the institution when they faced financial difficulties or 

encountered unequal treatment, for example. Furthermore, studying perceptions 

and experiences of international students in the United States is important 

because the majority of these students will eventually move back to their country 

of origin and share their experiences. "International students also are important 

because when they return to their country of origin, they become sources of good 

will for the United States" (Leong 2015: 472). Their lived experiences will inform 

their knowledge about American culture. As Luckmann says “it could be asserted 
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that an individual acquires knowledge whenever that person automatically stores 

away an experience even when that experience is not transformed into a distinct 

memory. Indeed, all experiences impress themselves on memory and all 

experiences are sedimented in subjective structures of meaning” (2008:287). 

Studying perceptions of social inequalities by international students is essential 

because “beliefs about stratification are necessarily related to beliefs about 

society in general” (Kluegel and Smith 1981: 29). In other words, experiences 

create meaning and knowledge, and studying knowledge matters.  

 Moreover, social movements have developed transnationally to oppose 

different types of social inequality.  Social movements like the Occupy Wall Street 

Movement in 2011 drew attention to rising social inequalities - both nationally and 

internationally (Shrivastava and Ivanova 2015). The social movement Black Lives 

Matter, which addresses racial inequalities in the U.S. and particularly 

discriminations against African Americans in law enforcement (Black Lives Matter 

2016; Bell 2016), gained international consideration and solidarity. How do 

international students in the country perceive different types of inequality? 

While research exists that studies the influence of race, class and gender on 

the perceptions of inequality and individualism (Kluegel and Smith 1981; Shelton 

and Greene 2012; Hunt 2004, Hunt 2007, Bullock and Limber 2003), I could not 

find any study about how international students - people who come to the United 

States to receive higher education - perceive social inequalities in the country. 

 In this study, I explore how foreign-born students perceive social 

inequalities in the United States. More specifically, I asked international students 
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about their perceptions of three different elements in American society: 1) race, 

2) gender, and 3) social class. I wanted to learn about their expectations and 

perceptions regarding these elements of American society and see how these 

perceptions may differ from previous beliefs. What were their preceding 

assumptions and perceptions about social inequalities before coming to the 

country and have these perceptions changed since they lived in the country?  

 In chapter 2, I discuss relevant literature for this study. I review literature 

regarding social inequality, including important sociological perspectives about 

social inequality. I distinguish between social inequality, gender inequality, racial 

inequality, and social class inequality and discuss current trends and numbers 

with regard to the different types of social inequality.  

In chapter 3, I describe the methodology for this research project. I review 

the research design, procedures for data collection, information about the 

participants, and the research analysis used for this project. 

 In chapter 4, I present my findings. I divided my findings into five different 

subheadings: social inequality, gender inequality, racial inequality, social class 

inequality, and cross-cultural questions. I discuss emerging themes in each of 

these sections. Themes for gender inequality include gender and the media, 

economic gender inequality, gender norms and race, abuse and sexism, and 

comparative gender inequality. Under racial inequality, I will discuss topics like 

police brutality, prejudices and stereotypes, and systematic inequalities. Topics 

like poverty, homelessness, education, and the American Dream are discussed 
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under social class inequality. Lastly, I will discuss the participants’ common likes 

and dislikes about American society.  

 In chapter 5, I summarize my findings and note limitations of this research 

project.  I end chapter 5 with a review of important insights of this study and 

include suggestions for future research.  
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

SOCIAL INEQUALITY IN THE U.S. 

Social Inequality is a broad concept and social stratification of society has 

long been analyzed by social scientists. “Stratification describes the differential 

arrangement of persons or positions within a society” (Ryan 2005: 798). The 

division of societies into different strata creates unequal positions in society and 

unequal resources to opportunities and wealth. Social stratification thus 

generates social inequality. “Differences in social resources produce inequality of 

condition, that is, differences in people’s actual living standards or life 

conditions” (Marger 2014:25). According to Marger, modern societies are mostly 

stratified by social class, race and ethnicity, gender, and age (Marger 2014). 

Many different theories exist that try to explain the social stratification of 

societies and the different types of social inequality. Two classic sociologists of 

the conflict theory tradition are Karl Marx and Max Weber. The economic 

structure of a society and its division of labor play an essential role in explaining 

social inequality according to one of the founding fathers of sociology, Karl Marx. 

According to Marx, two opposing and conflicting classes emerge in capitalist 

societies, one class owns the means of economic production, and the other class 

does not own any means of production and is thus subject to exploitation. Social 

inequality according to Marx is therefore a result of means of production and 
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ownership (Bendix 1974; Marx 2000). Max Weber included dimensions of power 

and status in his analysis of the stratification of societies. According to Weber, 

social inequality emerges through the power of ruling classes and their control of 

organizations. Modern approaches to conflict theory include theories by Ralf 

Dahrendorf, Pierre Bourdieu, Emile Durkheim, or C. Wright Mills. Conflict theory 

approaches point out dysfunctions of inequality like existing social problems and 

the power of the wealthy and their ability to control or prevent others from 

climbing the social ladder (Marger 2014). 

 Functional theories, in contrast, view inequality and the social 

stratification as not only inevitable, but also as necessary for a healthy society. 

Kingsley Davis and Wilbert Moore (1945), for instance, argued that no society 

has ever been classless because of the necessity of stratification.  

Various theories thus try to analyze social inequality. The study of social 

inequality has received increasing attention within the last years because of the 

increase of economic inequality in many countries and due to recent studies 

about social inequality like the book Capital by Thomas Piketty. While Piketty 

focuses predominantly on economic inequality, there are various forms of 

inequality like health inequality, educational inequality, gender inequality, 

religious inequality, or racial and ethnic inequality. Many social inequalities 

persist in the U.S., which impact the opportunities for minority groups. Here I 

will further discuss forms of gender inequality, racial and ethnic inequality and 

social class inequality.  
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When talking about social inequality and how it affects ethnic and racial 

groups, it is important to consider the concept of intersectionality. 

Intersectionality refers to the “axes of oppression” (Brown-Glaude 2011: 28) that 

shape the lives of oppressed groups through social relations based on their social 

locations. For example, while black women and black men may both experience 

racism, black women may also experience sexism, which changes their overall 

life experiences and the dynamics of racism they encounter— gendered racism. 

These intersecting forms and structures of inequality cannot be separated; the 

“form of subordination is a product of their connections” (Brown-Glaude 2011: 

29). Thus, intersectional approaches give a more complete understanding of 

various structures of social inequality such as racial inequality, gender 

inequality, and social class inequality. While I will discuss different forms of 

social inequality separately, we can gain a better understanding of the 

connectivity between forms of inequality through the use of intersectionality.  

INDIVIDUALISM AND SOCIAL INEQUALITY 

One of the founding values of the United States of America is 

individualism (Hebel 2008). According to the concept of individualism, 

individuals are responsible for their happiness and socio-economic standing 

(Feldman 1988; Bellah et. al. 1985). This idea of individualism prevails in today's 

U.S. society. People are commonly held responsible for their socio-economic 

failure or their economic success. "He [sic] is to rise or fall according to his own 

merits: his position is determined by what he is and does or can do as an 
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individual" (Williams 1970:115 emphasis in original). Individual success as well 

as poor economic standing are often perceived as a personal matter in the U.S. 

(Gilens 1999). The belief that hard work and educational attainment are 

rewarded with upward mobility is so embedded into American culture "that 

questions regarding opportunity, class status, and the distribution of wealth 

often remain unasked" (Bullock and Limbert 2003: 694).  

 Several studies have examined attitudes towards the belief of equal 

economic opportunities. Groups with lower income identify less with the idea of 

individualism than people with higher income, for instance. Also, white 

Americans are more likely to identify with the concept of individualism than 

African Americans (Shelton and Greene 2012; Kluegel and Smith 1981; Hunt 

2007; Hunt 2004; Huber, Form and Pease 1970).  

 In addition, the American Dream is a concept closely associated with the 

concept of individualism. The American Dream comprises the idea that people 

can achieve great success in the U.S. through hard work (Hebel 2008). Like 

individualism, the idea of the American Dream remains a popular social image. Is 

social mobility in the U.S. greater than in other countries? Studies show that 

social mobility in the U.S. is not bigger than social mobility in other comparable 

societies. Sons born to fathers in the top 10 percent of all income distributions 

are 26 percent likely to earn about the same as their fathers. One half of sons 

born to fathers in the bottom decile remain in the bottom 30 percent of income 

distribution in their adulthood (Corak 2013). Thus, although some people are 

able to make a better living than their parents when they grow up, the extent of 



10 

social mobility is very limited and actually less common than in Japan, New 

Zealand, Australia, and most Western European countries (Corak 2013). 

 However, while ideas of individualism and equal opportunity seem to 

persist in American society, the poverty rate remains constant and even 

increases somewhat, and wealth and income inequality rise. 

SOCIAL CLASS INEQUALITY  

The term social class is much disputed and has been discussed by various 

social scientists in various social theories. “Few concepts are more contested in 

sociological theory than the concept of ‘class’” (Wright 2005:717). Yet, generally, 

social class can be divided into two components, the economic and the 

behavioral (Marger 2014). Marger defines the economic concept of social class as 

follows: “social class can be understood most simply as groupings of people who 

share roughly similar incomes and wealth, similar occupation, and similar levels 

of occupation” (2014: 54). The behavioral definition of social class stresses a 

grouping of people with similar lifestyles, such as similarities in speech, tastes, 

fashion, or food (Marger 2014). Social inequality is linked to the concept of social 

class because the access to resources, the extent of power or social control, and 

the availability of opportunities differ between social classes. While most 

Americans identify as belonging to the middle class (Heath 1998; Hout 2008;), 

the U.S. societal structure is divided into different social classes and income, 

wealth, educational levels, and professional status are distributed very unequally 

within this structure. One percent of households with the highest income 

received more than 20 percent of all income in the economy in 2009 and they 
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owned nearly 35 percent of all net worth while the bottom 90 percent of income-

earning households received 52.9 percent of all income and controlled only 27 

percent of all net worth (Allegretto 2011). In comparison to other industrial 

nations, economic inequality in the U.S. is alarming – “the gap between the rich 

and the poor in the United States is wider than in any other society with 

comparable economic institutions and standards of living” (Marger 2014:81). 

These dissimilarities create unequal life chances and unequal access to social 

resources.   

Even though the relative number of people who live in poverty has 

declined since the 1950s, economic inequality in the United States has increased 

steadily since the 1960s and household income inequality has grown by 20 

percent since 1967. Since the 1970s, no progress was made in reducing poverty 

and the percentage of people who are living below the poverty line has stayed 

between 12 and 15 percent (DeNavas-Walt and Proctor 2015). Whereas more 

than half of all Americans were considered middle class citizens two centuries 

ago, only about 45 percent of the American population belonged to the middle 

class in 2012 (Center for American Progress 2014). In 2008, about one fourth of 

Americans said that they either made no progress in life over the last past year 

and about one third stated that they have fallen back (Pew Research Center 

2008). In another recent study, one third of Americans revealed that they are 

“much worse off” or “somewhat worse off” than five years ago (Federal Reserve 

System 2014). In 2014, the U.S. poverty rate was 14.8 percent - about 46.7 

million people in the U.S. live in poverty (U.S. Census Bureau 2014). Especially 
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racial and ethnic minority groups, women, and children suffer from poverty. 

Almost half of all children in the United States live in a household that receives 

government aid (U.S. Census Bureau 2015), women are disproportionately 

affected by poverty (Hess, Milli, Hayes, and Hegewisch 2015), and the “median 

and mean income disparity between black and white families remained 

remarkably stable in the four decades after 1968“ (Bloome 2014:1198).   

 Homelessness is a huge side effect of poverty. The U.S. Department of 

Housing and Urban Development reported more than half a million (564,708) 

Americans were homeless in 2015 (Henry, Shivji, De Sousa, and Cohen 2015). 

Homelessness is most prevalent in metro areas where redevelopment, 

gentrification, and closure of single-room hotels have occurred (Lee, Tyler, and 

Wright 2010). Lee et al. (2010) examine three areas that involve life chances: 

material well-being, physical and mental health, and safety. None of these areas 

are secured for the homeless. Almost one quarter of all homeless people was 

children and 60 percent of all homeless people with children were women or 

girls (Henry et al. 2015).  The effect of homelessness on children is great. 

Homelessness negatively impacts their educational outcomes and thus decreases 

opportunities for social mobility in their adult lives (Lee et al. 2010).  People who 

are homeless often suffer from food insecurity and malnourishment.  In addition, 

infectious and chronic conditions are more readily found in this population. 

According to Lee et al. (2010: 506), substance abuse “regularly co-occurs with 

mental disorders” and mental illness itself afflicts 30-40 percent of the homeless 

population. Military veterans and people who suffer from mental illness without 
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access to proper medical care portray two large groups of the homeless in the 

U.S. Many psychiatric hospitals in the United States shut down in the mid-1980s 

with the Reagan Administration’s reduction of social welfare policies (Thomas 

1998).  Insufficient mental health care centers, restrictions for mental health 

coverage by insurers, and limited admissions into mental health hospitals left 

many people who suffer from mental illnesses homeless (Bynum 2008; 

Baillargeon et al. 2009). Today, 20 to 25 percent of the homeless population in 

the U.S. suffers from severe mental illness (National Coalition for the Homeless 

2009).  

 There are also health inequalities among different groups in the U.S. “Most 

of the variability in health status we find in the United States and other 

developed countries has little to do with health care and everything to do with 

one’s position in the social hierarchy” (Barr 2008: 1). Various social aspects 

impact health statuses such as limited access to health care, and economic or 

environmental disadvantages (Meyer, Yoon, and Kaufmann 2013). Reid (2009) 

describes the unique conditions of health and health care in the U.S. Although the 

U.S. spends the most money on health care in a global perspective, it does not 

have the best health outcomes; both the life expectancy and the infant mortality 

rate are relatively high in the U.S. when compared to other industrial nations. In 

2014, the life expectancy at birth in the U.S. was 78.7 years, 1.5 years less than 

the average OECD life expectancy (OECD 2014). Moreover, the United States is 

the only wealthy country without universal health care (Reid 2009). Rising costs 

of healthcare made it unaffordable for many Americans. Approximately 33 
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million Americans, 10.4 percent of the total U.S. population, was uninsured in 

2014 (Smith and Medalia 2015) and about one third of low-income people in the 

U.S. was uninsured in 2010 (Mendes 2010). Therefore, low-income  and 

disadvantaged populations have worse health outcomes, greater child mortality 

rates, and a lower life expectancy than more privileged people in society (Phelan, 

Link, and Tehranifar 2010). “Society’s poorer and less privileged members live in 

worse health and die much younger than the rich and more privileges ones“ 

(Phelan at al. 2010: S8). According to Gould (2008), disparities in life expectancy 

between the rich and poor have increased since the 1980s. While the average life 

expectancy for „the least well-off“ in the U.S. was 74.7 years in 2000, the life 

expectancy for the most well-off in the Americans was 79.2 years (Gould 2008). 

The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services reported in 2011 that 

racial and ethnic minorities received worse medical care than whites and that 

poor people received worse medical care than high-income people. The report 

also finds that health disparities as well as the access to health care did not 

improve when compared to previous years. Low-income Americans are 18.7 

percent more likely to be diagnosed with depression, 12.8 percent more likely to 

be diagnosed with high blood pressure and 9.4 percent more likely to be 

diagnosed with diabetes. The well-being index score, a score which measures 55 

items concerning physical, emotional and fiscal well-being, was 57.2 for low 

income families and 74.3 for high-income people (Mendes 2010).  
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GENDER INEQUALITY 

Gender and social inequality are connected in various ways and women 

are disproportionately affected by diverse forms of social inequality.  

In 1951, Helen Hacker analyzed four different types of discrimination 

against women in the U.S. According to Hacker, women are discriminated against 

legally and politically, as they are underrepresented or even barred from 

political and public offices. Hacker found that women suffer discrimination in 

education as they are underrepresented in disciplines like medicine and 

architecture, which applied quotas for women. Moreover, Hacker found that 

women are discriminated against economically as they were underpaid and 

mostly working in positions supervised by men. Lastly, Hacker pointed out the 

social discrimination of women, as they had less freedom to move, to dress, and 

to express themselves (Hacker 1951).  

Although many of these conditions have changed for American women 

nowadays, as women are no longer barred from legal office such as jury duty, 

many of the inequalities women faced in the 1950s are still prevalent today.  

Women are victims to sexism and sexist stereotypes, which affect, amongst 

others, gender inequality in the economy and the workforce (Marger 2014). 

Firstly, women are less likely to participate in the workforce, mostly due to care 

taking responsibilities, which are traditionally ascribed to the female gender. In 

2015, the average labor force participation for women was 56.7 percent, 

compared to 69.1 percent for men. For parents with a child under the age of 

three years, the gendered division of work participation was even more drastic; 
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61.4 percent of mothers with a child under the age of three worked in 2015, and 

93.9 percent of fathers with a child under the age of three (U.S. Department of 

Labor 2016). 

Moreover, the labor market is still heavily divided by gender roles, and 

professions that are considered as male professions typically pay higher wages. 

Women comprise only 38 percent of management positions and they are 

overrepresented in the care sector, for instance. The largest occupational sector 

for women includes jobs such as nursing, secretaries, teachers, and health aides, 

which are more than 80 percent female (Hegewisch and Hartmann 2014).  

Thirdly, women earn less than men, even if they are in the same 

occupational position and this discrimination takes place at all educational levels 

(Blau and Kahn 2000). Overall, women in the U.S. are paid only 79 cents for 

every dollar a man earns. The gender pay gap widens when race and ethnicity is 

taken into consideration. African American, full-time working women are paid 

on average 60 cents and Latinas just 55 cents for every dollar white, non-

Hispanic men make (National Partnership for Women and Families 2016). 

Women therefore have less economic power than men and they are 

consequently disproportionately affected by poverty. In 2014, 13.4 percent of 

males and 16.1 percent of females lived in poverty (DeNavas-Walt and Proctor 

2015). The poverty rate for women increases with age: 15.3 percent of women 

aged 18-64 were poor in 2014, but only 11.6 percent of males the same age 

(DeNavas-Walt and Proctor 2015). More than one third of unmarried women 

with children were poor in 2013 (Mather and Jarosz 2014) and the poverty rate 
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for immigrant women increases to almost 20 percent (Hess et al. 2015). More 

than 16 million children in the U.S. live in families with incomes below the 

national poverty level - this number represents 22 percent of all children in the 

United States (National Center for Children in Poverty 2016). 

American women, as well as all women worldwide, face forms of social 

discrimination like abuse, sexual harassment, rape, and work harassment to a 

much greater extent than men. The International Labour Organization defines 

sexual harassment as “a sex-based behavior that is unwelcome and offensive to 

its recipient” (ILO 2014). Sexual harassment can be physical, verbal, and non-

verbal and takes two forms. It happens when a job benefit depends on the 

engagement of some form of sexual behavior or when a hostile work 

environment is established through the intimidation or humiliation of the victim 

(ILO 2014). Studies estimate that about 38 percent of employed women have 

experienced sexual harassment in the workplace (National Sexual Violence 

Resource Center 2013) and the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission in 

the U.S. received over 12,000 complaints of sexual harassment in the workplace 

in 2006, an increase of 100 percent in five years (ILO 2014).  

By studying the history of rape, Susan Brownmiller found that popular 

philosophers failed to discuss rape altogether and that little has changed about 

the dialogue about rape since the 13th century: women are oftentimes 

considered as property and rape is justified in many ways by most societies 

(Brownmiller 1975). It is difficult to establish rates of sexual violence because 

rape victims and their families often feel ashamed and most crimes against 
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women are not reported. Violence against women occurs in all cultures as “the 

roots of violence against women lie in persistent discrimination against women” 

(UN Department of Public Information 2011). Rape is also a social problem in the 

U.S. and feminist researchers have contended that we are living in a rape culture, 

where values and attitudes towards rape support gender stereotypes and 

violence against women (Buchwald, Fletcher, and Roth 1993). Myths include the 

view that men cannot control their impulses or that women ask for sexual 

intercourse because of the way they dress (McMahon 2007). Every 6.2 minutes, a 

rape is reported in the U.S. and one in five women will be raped in their lifetime 

(Solnit 2014). Moreover, research suggests that there are subcultures and 

groups who are “rape-prone” (Mc Mahon 2007: 357). Their values and norms 

legitimate violence against women and more cases of sexual violence are 

reported in these subcultures. Some of these subcultures include the military, 

male athletic teams and fraternities at college campuses (McMahon 2007).  

The documentary The Hunting Ground was released in 2015 and started a 

discussion about rape culture on U.S. college campuses. In the documentary, rape 

victims sued their universities for Title IX violations because of how they dealt 

with reported sexual assault cases. One in five female college students will be 

sexually assaulted and most assault cases go unreported. Moreover, for those 

cases that are reported, most rapists go unpunished because of the way 

universities handle these cases (Bessette 2015).  The documentary also 

demonstrated the social discrimination victims face like victim blaming, endless 

disbeliefs and questioning, and the glorification of athlete rapists.  
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RACIAL AND ETHNIC INEQUALITY 

 Similar to women, racial and ethnic minorities groups are 

disproportionately affected by various forms of social inequality. The United 

States is a multiethnic society; many diverse ethnic groups live in the country. 

The U.S. census from 2010 counted 72.4 percent of the U.S. population as white, 

12.6 percent as African American or black, 1.2 percent as American Indian and 

Alaska Native, about 5 percent as Asian, and 16.3 percent as Hispanic or Latino 

(U.S. Census Bureau 2016). Many ethnic minorities like blacks and African 

Americans, and the Hispanic population are expected to grow in the near future 

(U.S. Census Bureau 2016).  

Historically, race and ethnicity played an essential role for social and 

economic division in the United States and they continue to do so (Marger 2014). 

Racial and ethnic minority groups face discrimination, stereotypes and prejudice, 

have less income and wealth than the majority group (Yang 2000), and are 

disproportionately affected by poorer health conditions (Meyer et al. 2013).  

The poverty rate for African Americans in 2014 was 26.2 percent, 

followed by Hispanics with 23.6 percent, and Asians with 12 percent. In contrast, 

the poverty rate for non-Hispanic whites was 10.1 percent in 2014 (DeNavas-

Walt and Proctor 2015). The poverty rate for Native Americans is comparable to 

the poverty rate of blacks with 26 percent; one in four Native Americans or 

Alaska Natives live in poverty (Krogstad 2014). Similarly, blacks and non-

Hispanic whites are the group with the lowest median household income. 

Whereas the average household income in 2014 was 53,657 dollars, Hispanics of 
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any race earned 42,491 dollars on average and the median household income for 

blacks was 35,398 dollars. The average household income for whites exceeded 

the total average with 60,256 dollars, and the average income for Asians was 

74,297 dollars (DeNavas-Walt and Proctor 2015). Racial and ethnic wealth 

inequality has widened within the last few years. In 2013, the wealth of white 

households was 13 times the median wealth of black households and the median 

wealth decreased for Hispanics by almost 15 percent for Hispanics from 16,000 

dollars in 2010 to 13,700 dollars in 2013 (Kochhar and Fry 2014).  

Additionally, racial and ethnic groups face higher rates of unemployment 

than whites. In 2014, the total unemployment rate was 6.2 percent, with whites 

and Asians being below the average unemployment rate wit 5.3 and 5 percent. 

Blacks, Hispanics and Latinos, and Native Americans and Alaska Natives, in 

contrast, had high rates of unemployment with 11.3, 7.4, and 11.3 percent (U.S. 

Bureau of Labor Statistics 2015).  

While college enrollment for ethnic and racial groups has increased since 

the 1970s with Hispanics, Asians and Pacific Islanders representing the fastest 

growing group in college enrollment, differences in educational attainment for 

racial and ethnic groups remain a challenge (Aud, Fox, and KewalRamani 2010). 

Children of minority groups are more likely to be affected by poverty, they are 

more likely to attend low-funded schools, and they are more likely to drop out of 

high school prematurely. More than one out of three black and Native American 

children and about 27 percent of Hispanic children lived in poverty in 2008. In 

comparison, 10 percent of white children lived in poverty in 2008 (Aud et al. 
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2010). Though the national dropout rate and the dropout rate for Hispanic and 

black students have declined since 2000, black and Hispanic students still lag 

behind white students with a dropout rate of 8 and 14 percent as compared to 5 

percent for non-Hispanic white students (Fry 2014). High dropout rates are 

especially alarming for Native Americans and Alaska Natives with a high school 

graduation rate of 67 percent, the lowest of any racial or ethnic group (Executive 

Office of the President 2014).  

Furthermore, because of various factors like lower socioeconomic 

standing, limited access to healthcare facilities, and greater exposure to 

environmental risks, racial and ethnic minorities suffer from poorer health than 

whites. “African Americans die at a younger age and are sicker than Whites in the 

USA” (Oliver 2009: 1440). Black American adults are 50 percent more likely to 

die of heart disease or stroke prematurely than their non-Hispanic white 

counterparts. Moreover, Hispanics and blacks have the highest rate of diabetes 

and the infant mortality rate for blacks is more than double the rate for non-

Hispanic whites (Meyer et al. 2013).  

Though racial discrimination in the U.S. is not as overt as it once was, 

racial and ethnic minorities still face multiple forms of discrimination today. 

Studies found that racial and ethnic groups face judgment on the housing market, 

in applying for credits or for financial loans, and in the legal system, for example 

(Pager and Shephard 2008). Residential areas remain largely segregated by race, 

blacks and Latinos face higher rejection rates for mortgages and loans than 

whites with similar credit characteristics (Pager and Shephard 2008).  
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Blacks and Latinos are also overrepresented in prisons and face higher 

sentences than whites for the same crime (Alexander 2012; Western 2006). 

Since 2002, the United States has had the highest incarceration rate in the world 

with over 16 million current or former felons (Wakefield and Uggen 2010). This 

high incarceration rate is an enormous engine of social inequality and has a very 

racialized character (Wakefield and Uggen 2010; Marger 2014; Alexander 2012; 

Western 2006). Indeed, author and legal scholar Michelle Alexander calls mass 

incarceration in the U.S. “the New Jim Crow.” “The racial dimension of mass 

incarceration is its most striking feature. No other country in the world 

imprisons so many of its racial or ethnic minorities. The United States imprisons 

a larger percentage of its black population than South Africa did at the height of 

apartheid” (2012: 6). There are thus significant racial and social class disparities 

within mass incarceration. According to Wakefield and Uggen (2010: 389), 1 in 3 

African American men have a serious criminal record.  The authors also argue 

that racial, class, and gender differences in incarceration can be attributed to 

different involvement in crime. As racial discrimination continues to be a 

significant factor in imprisonment, the authors note that the increase in 

imprisonment of black men is not reflective of their involvement in criminal 

activity (Wakefield and Uggen 2010). There are various factors in the greater 

social structure that influence the imprisonment of particular groups. These 

include differences in sentencing patterns, differences in surveillance, and 

differences in charges being met with convictions (Wakefield and Uggen 2010). 

Some of these differences are due to political policies, such as the move to fixed-
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sentencing. French sociologist Wacquant described the racial character of mass 

incarceration as driven “by the desire to manage dispossessed and dishonored 

groups” (Wakefield and Uggen 2010: 393). According to Wakefield and Uggen, 

this is why prisons “house the jobless, the poor, the racial minority, and the 

uneducated, not the merely criminal” (Wakefield and Uggen 2010: 393). Prisons 

generate and reinforce inequality. Educational and economic inequality 

increases through mass incarceration as it removes potential workers from the 

labor market (Wakefield and Uggen 2010).  

Racial and ethnic minorities also face discrimination from the law 

enforcement. Statistics show that black drivers, Hispanic drivers, and people of 

Middle Eastern descent are more likely to be stopped by the police than whites. 

Furthermore, black drivers were twice as likely to be arrested during a traffic 

stop, and Hispanic drivers were more likely to get a ticket than white drivers 

(The Leadership Conference 2011). Police brutality and the role of race in 

encounters with law enforcement received a lot of media coverage recently. 

According to an article by the Washington Post, “race remains the most volatile 

flash point in any accounting of police shootings” (Kindy, Fisher, Tate, and 

Jenkins 2015). A project by the Washington Post compiled a record of every fatal 

police shooting in the U.S. in 2015 and they found that 3 out of 5 people who 

were killed after demonstrating little threatening or no threatening behavior 

were black or Hispanic. Also, 40 percent of the unarmed men who were shot by 

the police were black men, a group that comprises only 6 percent of the total 

American population (Kindy et al. 2015). 
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INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS IN THE U.S. 

Since the 1950s, the number of international students in the U.S. has 

increased tremendously and international students now represent an important 

population at American college campuses. Approximately 886,052 international 

students were enrolled at American universities in the academic year 2013/14 - 

an increase of 8 percent compared to the prior year (IIE 2014A). When compared 

to the 1990s, the amount of international students seeking academic degrees in 

the U.S. nearly doubled from about 450,000 non-immigrant students in the 

academic year 1993/94. International students currently comprise about 4 

percent of the total U.S. higher education population making the U.S. the country 

with the largest number of international students in the world (IIE 2014; Smith 

and Khawaja 2012). The presence of international students in the U.S. is 

expected to increase in the foreseeable future. Correspondingly, international 

students contribute to the U.S. economy with over 27 billion dollars in the 

academic year 2013/14 (IIE 2014A; NAFSA 2014). 

Universities and colleges offer programs that focus on assisting foreign-

born students to succeed in American higher education. An example is the 

implementation of a buddy system whereby an international student is 

partnered with a domestic student who assists the international student with 

various needs such as consultation and acculturation (Hegarty 2014). Other 

services are the support from offices for international education, events such as 

international food fairs, or cultural nights. Institutions for higher education in 
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the U.S. financially depend on international students who come to the country to 

seek their degree (Hegarty 2014; NAFSA 2014).  

Many articles about international students focus on hardships and difficulties 

foreign-born students face while studying in the U.S., such as language 

proficiency, financial burdens, separation from social networks, mental 

problems, and the process of acculturation (Glass and Westmond 2014; Rice et 

al. 2012; Glass, Gómez and Urzua 2014; Sullivan and Kashubeck-West 2015).  

 Other articles focus on contributions international students make to the 

U.S. such as the labor market, factors that impacted university selection, aspects 

that influenced international students’ persistence in postsecondary institutions, 

and many recommendations can be found on how to improve conditions for 

international students to help them succeed in American higher education (Abel 

2002; Daily, Farewell and Kumar 2010; Mamiseishvili 2012; Chellaraj, Maskus 

and Mattoo 2008). There are also many linguistic studies about international 

students that focus on language and speech (Jin and Liu 2014;  Ortactepe 2013; 

Lee 2007) 

PERCEPTION 

"Perception is a mode of apprehending reality and experience through the 

senses, thus enabling discernment of figure, form, language, behavior, and action. 

Individual perception influences opinion, judgment, understanding of a situation 

or person, meaning of an experience, and how one responds to a situation" 

(Munhall 2008:606). Although the sociology of perception has yet to be 
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established (Friedman 2011), various classic sociologists have studied the social 

construction of reality and perceptions.  Cooley (1962), for instance, studied 

social organizations and how subjective mental processes and behavior are both 

impacted and caused by societal processes. Similarly, Goffmann (1963) and 

Garfinkel (1967) established theories about the social construction of reality and 

the social self.  According to Luckmann and his theory of social constructionism, 

all knowledge derives from social interaction (2008).  

French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu explains the importance of perception 

and its relation to the objective social reality. According to Bourdieu, “objective 

structures independent of the consciousness and will of agents" (1989: 14) 

impact and guide people’s behavior. Bourdieu argued for the inclusion of a 

sociology of perception of society based on the idea that people construct their 

visions of the world under structural constraints. The most predominant view of 

perception is the view of the social world as natural, which, according to 

Bourdieu (1989), occurs when the structures have been internalized. Bourdieu 

(1989) argues that social science fluctuates between objectivism and 

subjectivism. In objectivism, there is a separation between the knower and the 

known as social life is explained by causes outside of consciousness. 

Subjectivism, on the other hand, sees “thought objects constructed by common-

sense thinking” of humans as what motivates their behavior. According to 

Bourdieu, a dialectical relationship exists between objectivism and subjectivism. 

Sociology is an “analysis of relative positions and of the objective relations 

between these positions” (1989: 16). As social science moved from social physics 
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to a sort of social phenomenology, it has to interpret “reality and perception of 

reality, the perspectives, the points of view… agents have on reality” (Bourdieu 

1989: 18). Studying perceptions is thus central in order to gain insights about the 

social reality of people. 

Although perception is "arguably the most important mechanism of the 

social construction of reality, there are few sustained sociological examinations 

of perception" (Friedman 2011:187). Literature about the formation of 

perceptions or the importance of studying perceptions largely remain in the 

discipline of psychology. Personal values are long considered as selective factors 

in perception, for example (Postman, Bruner and McGinnies 1948). Nevertheless, 

some sociological studies examined people’s perceptions about certain social 

phenomena and a few have studied perceptions about social inequalities. Hagan 

and Albonetti (1982), for example, have studied public perceptions about the 

criminal justice system. They concluded that black Americans are more likely 

than white Americans to perceive criminal injustices and that lower-income 

people in general are more likely than members of other social classes to 

perceive criminal injustices. Sampson and Raudenbush (2004) studied how 

individuals form perceptions of neighborhood disorder and concluded that 

contextual and structural factors shape perceptions beyond actual, recognizable 

conditions. Friedman (2011) looked at how social expectations influence 

perceptions by analyzing the process of how we perceive sex and gender. Lam 

(2004) studied how women in Hong Kong perceive and understand their 

unequal status as women in society by referring to their principles of justice.     
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PERCEPTIONS OF INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS IN THE U.S. 

As previously mentioned, much of the literature about international 

students in the U.S. focuses on problems they face as foreigners in the country or 

on contributions they make to U.S. society. So, most literature about 

international students in the U.S. looks at the experiences of international 

students with regard to different topics such as language acquisition, cultural 

adaptation, issues in the academic environment etc. I will now discuss literature 

that studied international students’ perceptions of different aspects. 

Wang, Chan, Thomas and Lin (1997) studied the perceptions of Chinese 

international students towards individuals with physical disabilities for the 

implementation and development of rehabilitation programs in Chinese 

communities. McDowell, Fang, Kosutic and Griggs (2012) examined the 

perceptions of international graduate students in family therapy and family 

studies in order to give voice to the experiences of international students and 

their suggestions for improving the program. They found that international 

students often felt misunderstood, that it is important to include international 

perspectives into the curricula, and to consider international students’ 

perspectives for improving teaching strategies. Lee (2014) studied East Asians 

doctoral students’ perceptions and experiences in critical thinking. Mutai (2007) 

analyzed perceptions of Kenyan international students about the lifestyle of 

Kenyan international students in the U.S. Four factors emerged in his study. 

Kenyan international students had challenges of being misunderstood, 

challenges of financial demands, challenges of feeling isolated and challenges of 
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feeling optimistic. Rawjee (2010) analyzed international students’ perceptions of 

the connection between language proficiency and academic success and found 

that international students perceived that a positive relationship exists between 

the two components. Lin (2013) studied English use and the perceptions of 

academic achievements related to academic motivation of Chinese doctoral 

students. The findings indicate that the students’ English use and their 

perceptions of academic achievement had impacts in their motivations.  

There are also a few studies about international students’ perceptions in 

the medical field like psychology or medicine. Chen and Lewis (2011) studied 

cultural, familial and individual beliefs that impacted international students’ 

perceptions of therapy and help-seeking actions and they found that perceptions 

changed after the students came to the U.S. Similarly, Xie (2007) studied 

perceptions and attitudes toward counseling seeking among 20 Chinese 

international graduate students. Yamada, Klugar, Ivanova and Oborna (2014) 

studied psychological distress and academic self-perception among international 

medical students in the Czech Republic.  

Only a few studies looked at the perception of international students 

towards aspects of American society and I have found no study that examined 

international students’ perceptions of social inequality in the U.S. Owens, 

Srivastava and Feerasta (2011) surveyed both domestic students and 

internationals students’ perceptions towards the state economy, the impact of 

international students to U.S. society, and public policy. Many nations consider 

higher education as a monetary tool and the competition for international 
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student enrollment deepens, but little is known about students’ perceptions of 

this tool. The authors found that domestic students had a positive perception of 

the economic profits of international students and that international students 

had more confident views about globalization and the internationalization of 

education than domestic students. Urban (2012) examined the perceptions of 

international students concerning the personal and professional value they 

receive through studying in the U.S. She found that most students came to the 

country because of professional motivation and that the students’ professional 

outcomes were significantly lower than they expected. Yet, students perceived 

their personal benefits as greater than they had anticipated. Daglar (2009) 

compared fears of sexual assault and property theft at an urban university 

campus between international and domestic students. His findings indicated that 

foreign-born students feared becoming a victim of sexual assault or theft more 

than domestic students even though the international students perceived crime 

rates in the U.S. to be lower than in their home country. The participants 

mentioned the media and its depiction of crime in the U.S. as influential for their 

views. Bekmuratova (2012) identified and compared definitions of and 

perceptions about domestic violence by international students in Minnesota and 

found that views correlated with the existence of domestic violence legislation in 

their home countries.  Anson (2011) examined international students’ 

perceptions of the United States after their participation in a short-term ESL 

program at college campuses in the Midwest. She looked at five different areas: 

diversity, friendliness, safety, wealth, and the quality of American higher 
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education. She found that the students’ perceptions towards all of the areas 

changed after their stay in the country. Remarkably, cultural attributes of the 

campuses influenced the change in perception. Students who attended a more 

ethnically diverse college campus had a greater interest in and appreciation for 

issues of race relations in the U.S. Leong (2015) studied international students' 

perceptions and attitudes towards their host institutions and towards the 

"American ways of doing things" (2015: 459). She found that students from 

China face more difficulties than students from other countries and the study 

concludes that environmental factors like the culture and reception in the host 

society played a bigger role for perceived satisfaction than “individual-level 

factors” (49) like language proficiency or coping abilities. 

Perceptions of social inequalities in the U.S. by international students and 

whether these perceptions differ after their confrontation with American society, 

remains to be studied. 

TRANSNATIONAL THEORIES 

Perceptions of international students in the United States are of particular 

importance with regard to the global era we live in. Incidents of police brutality 

in the United States have been discussed not only nationally, but also in 

international contexts, for example.  

Transnational research studies the relationships between different 

societies and brings awareness to shared interactions and struggles (Silvey 

2010). Theories of transnationalism define transnational processes as "the 

multiple ties and interactions - economic, political, social and cultural - that link 
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people, communities and institutions across the borders of nation-states." 

(Robinson 2007:136). Social problems that appear to be national in character are 

now discussed internationally and national social movements connect globally to 

fight injustices. Activists of the Arab Spring and demonstrators in Manhattan 

“learned from one another despite the challenge of geographic distance” (Walsh-

Russo 2014:31) and social media campaigns in Palestine connected the 

mistreatment of Palestinians in Gaza to the mistreatment of blacks in the U.S. 

(Khan 2015). 

Perceptions of international students concerning inequality can also help 

us think more about transnational interactions, transnational communities, and 

transnational solidarity. In his discussion about increasing social rights and 

increasing work of nonprofit organizations in East African countries, Perullo 

(2014) pointed out the significant influence made by returning study abroad 

students. After studying in the West, students from East Africa brought diverse 

ideas about freedom and social rights back to their home countries and they 

implemented positive changes in their societies (Perullo 2014). Through various 

experiences in the host country, international students’ perceptions of inequality 

may change from their prior perceptions.   

National space becomes more transnational and roles that have 

traditionally been occupied by nation states are now performed by international 

and non-government organizations. The need for transnational research is thus 

growing (Sharma 2006). Sharma suggests that theories concerning nation states 

have to be reorganized in order to understand states as “culturally embedded 
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and discursively constructed ensembles” and in order to reconceptualize states 

in a transnational frame. Transnational experiences and transnational 

perceptions are thus critical for social change. 

MEDIA                                                                       

Media plays a huge role in constructing our view or perception about 

social reality. U.S. American media are consumed worldwide and thus influence 

views foreigners have about American society. 

  Sociologist Alessio analyzes the role of media with regard to social 

inequality and social problems. He describes mainstream media as follows: 

“popular media is of questionable value when it comes to providing accurate 

interpretations of the most important events. They are owned by a handful of 

people who need to make sure that their view of reality is the only view of 

reality” (2011: 150). Similarly, Marger (2014) describes the mass media as a 

“capitalist institution” (246) owned by very few huge corporations. 

Americanization is a term that describes the global influence of American 

culture and the adaption of aspects of American culture from other societies. 

Media such as music and film have played a huge role in distributing American 

cultural products worldwide as Hollywood dominates and has dominated the 

global film market (Barthel-Bouchier 2012). The global supremacy of U.S. films 

and television and the spread of American morals and norms worldwide have 

been criticized as a form of cultural imperialism because of U.S. governmental 

assistance to American media corporations by (Barthel-Bouchier 2012). Media 
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critic Herbert Schiller stresses the global power and influence of American 

media. “The worldwide output of America’s cultural industries probably has a 

great an impact as any other form of American power. People everywhere are 

consumers of American images, sounds, ideas, products and services” (Schiller 

1993: 50). Media portrayals thus have great impact on views foreigners have 

about the American society and media representation certainly play a role for 

international students’ images about the country.  

THEORETICAL ORIENTATION 

 The philosophical stance for this research project can be described as 

originating in both constructionism and constructivism.  

According to social constructionists, knowledge and meaning are 

produced through the interaction among people and both knowledge and the 

knower are embedded within history, culture, language and experience (Savin-

Baden and Howell-Major 2013). Social constructionists argue that the nature of 

knowledge is constructed through interchanges and meaning evolves through 

shared objects and shared activities between people. Thus, knowledge emerges 

through dialogue and negotiation between people and it is constructed in 

everyday life. Peter Berger says “there can be no social reality apart from man. 

Yet it may also be stated that man is a product of society” (1967:3). 

 With regard to my research topic, theories of social constructionism thus 

suggest that international students have different truths, which are in close 

relation to their cultural upbringing. However, theories of social constructionism 
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also suggest that international students make meaning through interchanges and 

interaction with people in the United States.  

 Social constructivism is closely connected to social constructionism. Social 

constructivists argue that reality is an artifact of one’s own creation.  People 

assign meaning and to experiences and ideas (Savin-Baden and Howell Major 

2013).  According to social constructivists, “knowledge is a compilation of 

human-made constructions” (Raskin 2002:4). Moreover, constructivists argue 

that reality is a result of perceptions and that is why knowledge and truth are 

produced rather than discovered (Savin-Baden and Howell Major 2013).  For my 

research, theories of social constructivism suggest that international students in 

the U.S. create their own meaning about social inequality in the U.S. through their 

experiences, which then creates their own realities and truths. Also, because the 

social construction of meaning depends on culture, language and history, 

perceptions of people are likely to change when they are introduced to a 

different social environment.   
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

PURPOSE OF STUDY AND DESIGN 

The guiding research question for this study was: How do international 

students perceive racial, gender and social class inequalities in the U.S. after their 

encounter with American culture? The focus is on racial, gender and class 

inequalities.  

 The most appropriate way to study perceptions and experiences is 

through qualitative research methods: "qualitative research allows researchers 

to get at the inner experience of participants, to determine how meanings are 

formed through and in culture, and to discover rather than test variables" 

(Corbin and Strauss 2008: 12). I conducted in-depth, semi-structured interviews 

with international graduate and undergraduate students in order to see how 

they have experienced and observed social inequalities in the U.S and whether 

former perceptions about social inequality in the U.S. have changed after living in 

the country. I chose the semi-structured interview tool to ensure that all 

participants were asked the same fundamental questions important for my 

research. At the same time, I wanted to ask open-ended questions and leave 

space for follow-up questions. Moreover, the semi-structured interview tool is a 

good approach when perspectives on a particular topic or issue are compared 

across respondents (Savin-Baden and Howell Major 2013).  I developed my 



37 

interview guide according to my research questions, and one of my committee 

professors advised me to include open-ended cross-cultural questions at the end 

of the interview. I followed my semi-structured interview tool for all interviews. 

However, depending on the participant’s first answer about their overall 

perception of social inequality in the U.S., the sequence of questions regarding 

the different forms of social inequality varied among the interviews. The semi-

structured interview tool allowed me to ask follow-up questions and to follow 

leads that seemed important for my research topic. Many students talked about 

experiencing discrimination themselves, for example. Although I intended to 

research only perceptions of social inequality in the U.S., I asked the students 

more about their personal experiences with discrimination when they 

mentioned it.  

 Power and status are important factors in qualitative research since 

researchers and participants interact with one another in qualitative research 

processes. According to Kvale and Brinkmann (2009), the research interview is a 

“specific professional conversation with a clear power asymmetry between the 

researcher and the subject” (33). According to Charmaz (2010), interviewers 

need to pay close attention on how participants perceive them as researchers. 

Also, identities and cultural contexts such as class, ethnicity, or age impact the 

interaction between the researcher and the participants and the progress of the 

interview (Charmaz 2010). I believe that the power asymmetry between the 

participants and me was relatively small. I think that being an international 

student myself definitely helped decrease power imbalances in this research. 
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Qualitative researchers have long discussed the effects of studying familiar 

territory and found that shared knowledge or understanding can counter power 

imbalance and distance between researchers and participants (Mannay 2010). 

Since I am an international student, just like the participants, we share several 

experiences. The participants thus generally opened up to me and shared their 

experiences and also their negative views about the U.S. society. Also, the 

majority of the participants in this study were female like me and many of the 

students were graduate students, like me; we thus had a very similar educational 

background, and similar age. Incidents that show that I was perceived more like 

a peer rather than an authority figure by most participants were occasions when 

participants asked me about my own views about some of the topics I asked 

about. When asking cross-cultural questions, for instance, I was asked by several 

participants about aspects that shocked or surprised me about the U.S.  

 To identify respondents for the study, I used convenience sampling and 

snowball sampling.  I approached international students at events organized by 

the International Office at Texas Woman's University and started interviewing 

some acquaintances. Afterwards, I used snowball sampling; thus I asked students 

who participated in my study if they know other international students who 

would be interested in participating in the study. This study has been approved 

by the Texas Woman’s University’s Institutional Review Board. 
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PARTICIPANTS 

 I interviewed a total of ten international students - seven graduate 

students and three undergraduate students in May and June 2016.  Students 

came from Iran, Italy, Greece, Sri Lanka, China, Nepal, the Netherlands, Jamaica, 

and Saudi Arabia. The interviews took place in coffee shops and at university 

facilities; one student was interviewed in his house. The location of the interview 

was determined by the participants. The interviews reached from 45 minutes to 

1 hour and 15 minutes in length.  

The table below (Table 1) summarizes the students' age, gender, 

academic field, and country of origin. All participants were international 

students in North Texas and all but one participant resided in the country with a 

student visa; one participant received her green card a few weeks before I 

interviewed her. Two students graduated in May 2016; the same month they 

were interviewed. Although the major of most students falls under humanities, 

one student studied biology, one participant studied nutrition, and one student’s 

major was information science. The age of the respondents ranged from 24 years 

to 35 years. Reasons for coming to the U.S. to study varied among the 

participants. Most students came to get respectable education, several students 

came because they received scholarships, and other students came because of 

personal reasons such as having a spouse or brother in the U.S. The number of 

years that participants lived in the U.S. varied from one year to about 10 years. I 

used an audio recorder to record the interviews and transcribed all interviews 

verbatim.  
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 Students were asked about their view on social inequality in general 

followed by questions about gender inequality, racial inequality, and social class 

inequality. I was especially interested to see if their perceptions about social 

inequality in the U.S. have changed since they have moved to the country.  I thus 

asked them about their perception of forms of social inequality in general, about 

their views of the specific type of social inequality before they came to the U.S., 

and about their current view about the different types of social inequality. I also 

directly asked the students if they thought a change in perception took place 

since their arrival to the U.S. At the end, participants were also asked cross-

cultural questions: what do they like and dislike about the U.S.? What surprised 

or shocked them about the United States?  

 Before the interviews started, I presented my research purpose to the 

students and I explained the consent form. I informed the participants that they 

do not have to answer any questions they feel uncomfortable answering and that 

they could stop the interview at any time. I then asked the participants to read 

and sign the consent form and gave one copy of the consent form to each 

participant. After the participants agreed to the interview, I asked if there were 

any further questions or concerns. If no questions followed, I asked the 

participants if I could audio record the interview for the analysis. All the 

participants agreed to the audio-record of the interviews. To protect 

confidentiality, I did not use any names in the transcript or in the analysis of the 

data. In the analysis I refer to the participants by their country of origin.  
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Table  1. - Participants Demographics 

Gender Undergraduate or 
Graduate Student 

Field of Study Age  Country of 
Origin  

Male Graduate - Ph.D. Sociology 26  Iran 

Female Graduate - Ph.D. Sociology 30 Greece 

Female Graduate - MA Interdisciplinary Studies 24 Netherlands 

Male Graduate - Ph.D. Information Science 35 Saudi Arabia 

Female Graduate - Ph.D. Political Science 32 Italy 

Female Undergraduate - Senior Child Development 26 Sri Lanka 

Male Graduate - Ph.D.  Environmental 

Ethics/Philosophy 

31 Italy 

Female Undergraduate - Senior Interdisciplinary Studies  26 China 

Female Graduate - Ph.D.  Nutrition 30 Jamaica 

Female Undergraduate - Senior Biology 27 Nepal 
 

ANALYSIS  

 After repeatedly reading all transcripts and taking notes of upcoming 

concepts and themes in my notebook, I created a matrix. In order to see if 

perceptions regarding social inequality changed, I inspected the responses 

concerning the three different types of social inequality. I looked at social 

inequality in general, gender inequality, racial inequality, and social class 
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inequality in each interview and wrote down whether students knew about the 

different types of inequality before their arrival and the source of their 

knowledge. I then checked whether their perceptions about the three types of 

social inequality had changed since they came to the U.S., at their examples of 

certain types of inequality, and at reasons they provided for their altering 

perceptions. The matrix is depicted in table 2. Moreover, I wrote down the 

responses to the cross-cultural questions for each student: what do they like 

about the U.S., what do they dislike, what shocked them, and what surprised 

them? I used answers that occurred repeatedly as code words. 

 My interview analysis focused on meaning. After I created the matrix, I 

reread the transcripts and condensed the student’s meanings into code words 

and themes. Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) describe meaning condensation as 

follows: "the theme that dominates a natural meaning unit is restated by the 

researcher as simply as possible, thematizing the statements from the subject's 

viewpoint as understood by the researcher" (2009: 207). Several code words 

and themes emerged quickly. Examples are the wage gap, gender norms, police 

brutality, homelessness, or discrimination. All interviews were then coded via 

hand with colored pens according to these code words. 

 In my second round of coding, I compared examples of different 

categories with one another and identified subcategories. For instance, while 

several students talked about racial discrimination, the internalization of 

stereotypes was subcategorized as a type of discrimination in the second round 

of coding. Another example is the sub categorization of discrimination or racism 
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as “systematic” or “institutional” racial discrimination. During this round of 

coding I also marked examples and quotes, which I wanted to include in my 

write-up.  

 The coding process helped me identify and compare common topics 

among the participants. During my writing, I divided my analysis section 

according to the different types of social inequality and further divided these into 

my coding categories. The matrix was extremely helpful during the write-up of 

my findings. Through analyzing and looking at the examples students provided, 

several arguments and statements by participants were easily identified as 

contradictory. For example, while both the student from Nepal and the student 

from Saudi Arabia argued that no gender inequality existed in the U.S., they both 

provided examples of gender discrimination, as will be discussed in the analysis 

section (chapter 4). During the report of my analysis, I also referred to current 

events or connected the participants’ rhetoric to transnational theories, the role 

of the media, or theories in ethnic studies, such as colorblind racism.  
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

 Many different ideas and perceptions of international students concerning 

different types of social inequality in the U.S. and in their home country were 

captured in this study. Although knowledge and understanding about social 

inequality prior to moving to the U.S. differed among the students, all but one 

student's perceptions about some type of social inequality changed after moving 

to the U.S. While perceptions about gender and class inequalities differed among 

the participants, all but one student perceived racial inequalities differently after 

their arrival in the country. Moreover, students talked about race as being an 

additional factor for other types of social inequality such as gender inequality, 

class inequality, or poverty in general. Both, experiences made in the U.S. and 

theoretical knowledge through schooling caused changes in perception. One 

student summed up her shifting perception as follows: "I mean I kind of had a 

general feeling like in many other topics we have talked about...but coming here 

has been like extremely affecting on my perception, definitely" (graduate 

student, female - Italy).  

 Outcomes regarding gender inequality, racial inequality and social class 

inequality will be reviewed separately. Additional concepts and themes emerged 

during the discussion of cross-cultural questions.  
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SOCIAL INEQUALITY 

Perceiving Social Inequality in the U.S.  

 Most of the students were familiar with the term social inequality and 

provided their own definition of the word. One participant had heard of the term, 

but could not describe her own meaning of it and another student was familiar 

with the concept after I described the term; she was then able to share her own 

understanding of the term. Several definitions emphasized financial and 

economic inequality. Also, many definitions included the words "access" or 

"accessibility" or "availability". "It means that some people have less 

opportunities and they are ... oppressed in a way for this opportunities. So, even 

though they seem to be available for everyone, in real life they are not really 

available" (graduate student - Greece). The student from the Netherland defines 

social inequality as follows: "Uh to me it means that not everyone is equal in, like, 

all kinds of things. Like when it comes to access they have to, um.... Health care 

and stuff like that" (graduate student - Netherlands).  

 Several descriptions of social inequality included the words minority 

group and majority group and described ethnic and racial minorities as victims 

of social inequality. Various definitions thus already alluded to my focuses of 

gender, race, and social class when discussing social inequality. Students also 

thought that age, religion, sexuality, social status, or visa statuses mattered when 

talking about social inequality and groups who are affected by it.  
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  Commonly, the participants had heard about social inequality in the U.S. 

through schooling or through media outlets such as movies, documentaries, 

social media, and news channels. A few students also heard about social 

inequality from friends or family members who have been to the United States. 

An undergraduate, Muslim student from Sri Lanka only knew about 

discrimination against Muslims in the U.S. as being a type of social inequality; she 

heard that Muslims are discriminated against in the U.S. from family members 

and news channels, for instance.  

 The students gave many different examples of experiencing and observing 

social inequality in the U.S. One student talked about his exposure to begging 

after his arrival to the country and his surprise about it because he assumed that 

the government assisted all citizen’s basic needs. "Ah yes I was surprised 

because I thought that there is no one in the United States (laugh) who even 

needs to...some food. I thought the government support people for their basic 

needs" (graduate student - Iran). He also talked about his experiences when 

searching an apartment and different neighborhoods, housing conditions, and 

housing prices as being an example of social inequality. The student from Greece 

associated public transportation with social inequality in the U.S.  

What is really interesting to me is how transportation works. So all people 

have their own cars.  And transportation is usually - when you enter a bus, 

most of the people are really- or at least seem very poor. And 

transportation, it is not really reliable so I can expect their life is being 
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restricted in a way or how to access, let's say the grocery store, which is 

far away. (Graduate student – Greece). 

Several students talked about the unequal access to health care and 

education in the U.S. as being a type of social inequality. Two interviewees 

shared their opinions that education should be a social right "it is very weird for 

me to understand why, why the school system is not considered as one of the 

main uh, social rights" (graduate student, female - Italy).  

The participant from China associated social inequality with wealth and 

poverty. She talked about the advantage of wealthy people with social ties and 

the disadvantage of people with no social network.   

In the US? I mean like, I don't know because like I feel like the rich are 

very powerful. Like maybe, you are looking for the government, you have 

relationship, then it's easier getting a job...but for poor people, maybe 

they're just from... they don't have any background or parents or 

yeah...then it's harder to get this kind of chance to, like even making better 

life, yeah. (Undergraduate student – China) 

Only one student thought that no social inequality existed in the U.S. Yet, she 

talked about some theoretical knowledge of racial discrimination later in the 

interview, as will be discussed in detail later on.  

Experiencing Social inequality in the U.S.  

 Numerous students talked about experiencing discrimination in the U.S. 

as being part of a minority group, as well. The undergraduate student from China 



50 

talked about a situation where she felt misunderstood and discriminated against. 

The student talked about feeling deeply saddened after an incident at the post 

office where a person made fun of her - "it was a really bad kind of emotion. I 

was like 'why'?" She further said that finding friends in the U.S. has been difficult 

for her and that Americans may not want to be friends with her because of her 

accent.  

The student from Sri Lanka talked about incidents when she and her 

husband were discriminated against because of their religion. They have been 

detained at airports several times while traveling and she talked about her 

uncomfortableness when people stare at her because she wears a headscarf. "I 

feel people staring at me like all the time and I feel so uncomfortable and I 

complained to my husband too. And when I go to like crowded places...they all 

stare at me and I feel so uncomfortable" (undergraduate student – Sri Lanka).  

 The student from Jamaica talked about being labeled as black in public 

and that she has been introduced to the concept of race only after her arrival to 

the United States. "And then you go into a store and then you realize that some 

people look at you differently. Cause they give you a look like 'you’re black' 

"(graduate student – Jamaica). The female student from the Netherlands shared 

her experiences of being catcalled and talked about her fear and insecurity of 

walking in public places, a situation she has not been exposed to in her home 

country. "And when I came here, I was like, I can't, I can't basically walk home. 

Because I don't think I've ever been catcalled in the Netherlands, but I've been 

catcalled here a lot".   
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 Some students also discussed the difficulties of being an international 

student and about their limited options in the country as being an international 

student. They talked about limited professional opportunities due to their visa 

status and about financial hardships for international students in the U.S.  

I can do a couple of jobs pretty well because I did them in the past, but I 

am not able to do it now here, because of the constraints provided by the 

type of visa I am here on, so. That is already a, for me it is unequal. So even 

though I have the strength and willingness to do something I cannot 

access that. (Graduate student, male - Italy).   

GENDER INEQUALITIES 

 Many different topics emerged in the discussion of gender inequality in 

the U.S. such as gender norms, different job opportunities for men and women, 

the advancement of women in the U.S. as compared to other countries, abuse, 

rape, work harassment, sexual objectification, and the gender gap. In many 

interviews, students also mentioned race as an additional factor when discussing 

gender inequalities.       

 The participants had different information about gender inequality in the 

U.S. before coming to the country and different perceptions of whether gender 

inequality existed in the U.S. Five students said that they did not know about 

gender inequalities before coming to the country; two of them said that they still 

do not think women face social inequalities in the U.S. However, both of them 

declared sexual harassment and work harassment as an issue in the U.S. later in 

the interview.  
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Gender and the Media 

 Several participants had heard about gender inequality in the U.S. before 

they came. Those who did not think about gender inequality prior to their arrival 

attributed their previous image of women in the U.S. to the media. The student 

from China talked about American advertisements and the portrayal of women 

as strong and independent. 

Before I came I don't think about that cause I don't know the image of US 

is equal, equality (laugh). And also like the peace and everyone wants to 

like 'ah women have strong power'. Even like for the commercials in 

China, like the maintenance (Maybelline), they kind of emphasize like 

the women's, I don't know, seems like American female is so strong, yes." 

(Undergraduate student – China).  

After coming to the United States to study, the student's perception about 

women's power changed, however. "I thought they are really strong, like strong 

having their own mindset more than like Asian female and the kind of like more 

respectful from their family, husband or the society. Yeah I still think so, but it 

kind of changed because not as much as I thought before". 

 The undergraduate student from Sri Lanka watched a lot of chick flick 

movies while growing up. The movies depicted the American lifestyle as 

glamorous and gave her the image of American girls and American women as 

independent and slightly naive at times. "There would always be like this so 

glamorous and you have like parents who would give you everything or you 

would like work and get good money...I can't think of anything that would show 
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you like the hard side of the US" (undergraduate student – Sri Lanka). Similarly, 

the graduate international student from Jamaica said that she did not know 

about gender inequalities before she came as an undergraduate student, 

probably because of images of women that were represented in the TV shows 

she watched. She mentioned the character Claire Huxtable from the Bill Cosby 

Show who was a lawyer and the mother in the TV show The Fresh Prince from 

Bell Air who was a professor; "on the media, like on the television, they not 

gonna put- the shows they put on there shows the perfect family. Or stuff like 

that. So you don't see, I didn't see any inequalities through the stuff that I 

watched" (graduate student – Jamaica).  

 Also the undergraduate student from Nepal who did not think that 

women face gender inequality in the U.S. said that media impacted her thinking. 

After she talked about her freedom in the U.S. as a woman in comparison to her 

experience of being restricted to do certain things in Nepal, she said that even 

before coming to the U.S. she had an image of women in the U.S. as having a lot of 

freedom.  

Ya know I hear about United States a lot in the movie and like in our  

country United States is taken like a, one of the like a nice country, the 

biggest country like the powerful country ... I see in the movies, like 

women do everything in the United States there is not, nobody can stop 

and back home if you wear like shoes or purse or tank top and just walk in 

the street...they will stop. My parents will or my community will stop. But 
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here, doesn’t matter you can do whatever you want. (Undergraduate 

student – Nepal) 

 Hence, media representation played an enormous role on how several 

participants perceived the status of women in the U.S. The students thought of 

American women as independent and equal to men. For most of the students, 

this perception has changed after their arrival, however. Only the student from 

Nepal said that she still does not think gender inequality exists in the U.S. All 

other participants’ changed their opinion about women in the U.S. after their 

arrival and some students, such as the undergraduate student from Sri Lanka, 

said that their perception about gender inequality in the U.S. has changed “a lot”.  

Economic Gender Inequality, Gender Norms and Race 

 A lot of students talked about economic inequalities for women in the U.S. 

as being an example of gender inequality. Participants discussed the gender gap 

and different job opportunities for women as opposed to men. The graduate 

student from Iran said, for example, that most prestigious and higher-paying jobs 

are occupied by men. "Politicians most of them are men and they have occupied 

all the brilliant jobs in society and women have to work in lower level jobs like 

teaching, like nursing, something like that". The graduate student from Greece 

thought of the gender pay gap as an example for gender inequality - "research... 

shows that females are underpaid in comparison to men, for the same amount of 

work and experience".  
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Gender inequality was connected with race as well - both economically 

and socially.  

Yeah I do think there is a sense of economic inequality. And that gets 

worse if you like talk about race as well. If you look at the numbers ... 

African American, Hispanic and Native American women, they all make 

disproportionately less even to like white women. (Graduate student - 

Netherlands).  

The undergraduate student from Sri Lanka learned that women are paid less 

than men in the U.S. and she knew "that a white woman makes more than a 

colored woman". Moreover, the graduate student from Italy said: "You can say 

yes women of color experience more um...let's say threats. Yes. Because there are 

studies, which can prove that".  

 Societal gender norms and gender roles were discussed during 

interviews. Students talked about the different job expectations and 

opportunities for men and women and the gendered work force.  The 

undergraduate student in child development from Sri Lanka pointed out the 

negative images men receive who work in the care sector, for instance. The 

Greek Ph.D. student talked about the gendered division of labor in her 

department and that male colleagues avoided administrative work since it does 

not have as much prestige and because it is considered tedious work. She further 

talked about societal preferences of hearing men speak instead of women and 

about her self-observation of attributing more attention to male students than to 
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female students.  "I saw some kind of preference to males when it comes to 

discussion. Or I will call out males more because they don't participate. But if a 

girl is more quiet I wouldn't ask her as much in comparison to males."  

The graduate student from Jamaica was excluded from working at the 

greenhouse because of gender norms. "When I worked...at a greenhouse, they'd 

hire mostly men to do the job". Her boss had told her to not lift plant plants in the 

field and to let the boys do that. "But I didn't want them to do it because I didn't 

want them to mess my experiment up. But he (the boss) wouldn't allow me to do 

it because it's like going out there in the field lifting heavy stuff". She continued 

to talk about discrimination due to gender norms and gender expectation and 

she talked about one acquaintance who considers her to be too independent for 

a woman. "There are guys, cause right now I am dealing with one of them here, 

who thinks that women should only have certain types of jobs. Or they look 

down on you as a female because you are independent".  

 The participant from China thinks that women are more likely to be 

judged, labeled, and scrutinized than men, which puts women at a disadvantage 

in the job market, as well. "Yeah, it's hard to be like proof. Hard to be proof of 

themselves like you have like the ability to better job, but for the make it is 

easier. Because people judge female like, like labeling".  

 Students mentioned patriarchy and male dominance as examples for 

gender inequality, too. Men were considered to be dominant and more powerful 

by the participant from China. The Italian graduate student said that he sees the 

"patriarchal dominance all the time" when discussing gender inequalities. He 
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later gave examples of the objectification of the female body and the threat for 

women to move their bodies freely. The female student from Italy said that 

women are disproportionately affected by poverty because of cultural gender 

expectations and because of the "patriarchal base of society basically". She then 

gave examples of the difficulties women with children face in the U.S. due to 

these gender expectations and institutional discrimination.  

The social inequality affects women much more because of for example 

family, the family situation. I mean if a woman wants to have kids um it is 

very, very hard in the US job system to get the, the resources to do it. 

There is no um parental leaves guaranteed, which is very, very upsetting 

for me. (Graduate student, female – Italy) 

Likewise, the Greek student talked about the hardships for working mothers and 

mothers who are also college students due to the lack of child care facilities, both 

at universities and in society in general.  

Abuse, Rape, Sexism, and Work Harassment 

 Students discussed abuse, rape, sexism, and work harassment with regard 

to gender inequality.  

 The graduate student from the Netherlands called gender inequality one 

of the aspects about American society that shocked her the most. One fact that 

surprised her most about gender inequality in the U.S. is the debate about 

reproductive rights for women and women's health.  
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If you talk about gender inequality there is like things that in the 

Netherlands are not even discussed anymore. It's just accepted. Like a lot 

of issues related to women's health and reproductive rights and here it is 

up for question, it is just a big debate and I am so confused as to why... I 

come here and just the idea that it is up for debate, to decide for others 

what they can and cannot do or what their right should be. (Graduate 

student – Netherlands) 

Comparably, the graduate student from Italy talked about limited access to 

abortions and access to women's health as an issue. She shared a story about her 

friend's difficulty to get and abortion when I asked her if she could think of an 

example of gender inequality in the United States. Although her friend managed 

to get an abortion, "it was very, very hard for her to access to abortion services 

because uh I think, that is another issue in the US. Birth control and sexual 

education I think is another issue related to um gender inequality somehow".  

 Students talked about sexism and the objectification of the female body. 

An example of gender inequality for the graduate student from Italy was hearing 

two men objectify women while working out in the university's recreational 

facility.  

Objectification of the female body and male patriarchal dominance is all 

over and it is uh striking. It blows my mind when I hear people, for 

instance recently at the rec center again, talking, uh guys stretching while 

talking about the rec center as a meat market. (Graduate student, male - 

Italy) 
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 The student continued to talk about the restrictiveness for women to 

move freely because of sexism and the sexual objectification of their bodies. 

Equally, the Dutch student considered the objectification of the female body to be 

an issue. She further talked about abuse as a social problem in the U.S. that she 

has been confronted with after her arrival in the country. 

...the way that woman are used. Like as objects basically, that was, I mean 

it wasn't new to me but I think, the amount, like, the amount of half-naked 

women and them being objectified to like sell something, or you know. 

And I've never been faces as much with these issues of, of, um abuse. 

Whether it is sexual or domestic or um, intimate partner violence yada, 

yada, yada. I don't think I've even known as much people who have 

experienced that in one way or another. So that kind of shocked me. 

(Graduate student – Netherlands)   

Also students who did not think of gender inequality as an issue in the U.S., or 

those who said that their experiences in the U.S. did not change their perception 

of gender inequality, talked about rape, abuse, or work harassment. The 

graduate student from Saudi Arabia, for instance, who said gender inequalities 

are not depicted accurately, knew "that there are a lot of abuses and many 

things". He also considered work harassment against women to be an issue in 

the U.S., which the system tries to address. "I know for a fact there are a lot of 

issues in the work environment, either harassment or otherwise so that is 

available, nobody can deny that it is recorded there is a big number of them".   



60 

 Other students talked about their theoretical knowledge of harassment 

and violence against women such as the graduate student from Greek or the 

undergraduate student from China. "Actually I have another class, business law. 

It talks about the sexual harassment in the like working place. So yeah, it should 

be a lot there".  The Iranian student said: "many women are as far as I have read, 

many women are victims of rape". 

Comparative Gender Inequality and Changes in Perception 

First of all I guess, um, I mean in the US, I think um the gender issue is um, 

like institutionally, it is pretty advanced, because I guess like women 

especially are much more aware about gender  policies and um there has 

been a lot of improvement in the last few decades. (Graduate student, 

female - Italy) 

 Although many participants perceived gender inequality differently after 

they came to the U.S., many students compared the situation for women in the 

U.S. with the situation for women in other countries. The theoretical and 

institutional advancement for women in the U.S. emerged as a topic. The 

graduate student from Saudi Arabia said that work harassment and limited job 

opportunities for women are a global issue. Thus, after initially saying that 

women did not face gender inequalities in the U.S., he compares gender 

inequality in the U.S. with gender inequality in Saudi Arabia. "It is available 

everywhere. It is not only in the United States so even in Saudi Arabia women 

jobs are not that available and not in everything so that sort of limit their 
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opportunities". The student from Greece called gender discrimination in the U.S. 

a more subtle type of discrimination in contrast to other types of social 

inequality. Although the situation for women in the U.S. is "far from ideal" 

according to the graduate student from Iran, he thought that the situation for 

women in the U.S. overall is better than the situation for women in other 

countries like his home country. Likewise, although the student from China has a 

different perception of women in the U.S. after moving here and although she 

talked about gender inequality as being a problem both in the U.S. and in China, 

she mentioned the will of American women to change gender inequality, an 

aspect that she thinks is missing in China.  

The males do, yeah, still is the majority I think. But the difference is like in 

China, women don't have the mind to, they don't have the mind to change 

the situation. Yeah, but here like we have a lot if like even in the 

university, we have the gender, the female like the course, the feminist 

course something, yeah. The multicultural, they talk about that a lot, yeah 

but in China in the university we don't have this kind of course. Yeah so, 

yeah it's a long way to figure out like how to deal with this, yeah. 

(Undergraduate student – China) 

Moreover, both graduate students from Italy acknowledged that the situation for 

women in the U.S. is more advanced in comparison to the situation of women in 

other parts of the world. 



62 

First of all I guess, um, I mean the US, I think um the gender issues is um, 

like institutionally, it is pretty advanced, because I guess like women 

especially are much more aware about gender policies and um there has 

been a lot of um improvement in the last few decades. For example 

compared to Italy, to the Italian situation. (Graduate student, female – 

Italy)  

Though the male graduate student from Italy expected the situation for women 

in the U.S. to be more inclusive or "less bad", he said that the general theoretical 

knowledge of women's situation and social equality in the U.S. is progressive. 

According to him, social problems like patriarchy and the objectification of 

women’s bodies hinders equality for women in all aspects of society.  

Let's say there is still a lot of work to do. In a sense that the, the 

theoretical knowledge and some,  some strata of society are very 

advanced... The um, internalized and practice uh, social equality in all 

aspects, so also in terms of gender. But socially we are still uh, there is still 

a lot of work to do. (Graduate student, male – Italy)  

Overall, six out of ten students said that their perception of gender 

inequality in the U.S. had changed since they live in the country. Two of the 

students who said that their perception about gender inequality has not changed 

since they moved to the country talked about work harassment and abuse of 

women in the U.S. The female student from Nepal talked about examples of being 

objectified while working and about a friend of hers who was touched 
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inappropriately by an older man. The graduate student from Saudi Arabia talked 

about work harassment as being a problem in the U.S. and shared that he 

disliked American foreign policy partly because American politics pushed other 

nations to adopt their policies and ways of thinking although the situation for 

American citizens was far from perfect. As an example of this foreign policy, he 

talked about American diplomats pushing the female driving in Saudi Arabia 

although women faced inequality and discrimination in the U.S.  

So if there are inequalities and social injustice here, why for example- we 

are talking about gender inequality here, why the US is trying to push 

Saudi Arabia for example of women driving? I support women driving, but 

that is an internal matter...Why they preach things? I know it is better 

here than elsewhere, yes it is better. But nobody is perfect and you 

shouldn't be preaching. (Graduate student – Saudi Arabia)  

Two of the students who said that their experiences in the U.S. have not 

impacted their perceptions about gender inequality said that they did not have 

any previous opinion about the concept in the first place. The student from 

Jamaica attributed her lack of knowledge about gender inequalities in the U.S. to 

the progressive portrayal of women in the TV shows she watched in her home 

country. The student from Iran said that he did not have any previous image 

about gender inequality in the U.S.  
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 Also, students discussed many current social problems women in the U.S. 

face. They talked about restricted reproductive rights, abuse and rape, and the 

economic discrimination of women in the U.S.  

RACIAL INEQUALITIES 

 All students who knew about racial inequalities in the U.S. said that their 

perceptions of racial inequalities in the U.S. had changed after they moved here 

or that their previous views were confirmed. Participants knew that different 

ethnic and racial groups live in the U.S. before they came to the country mostly 

through schooling and media like movies or TV shows. U.S. American history was 

often associated with racial inequalities by the participants and most students 

had heard about ongoing racial inequalities in the U.S. before they came here to 

study. Participants talked about the discrimination of Native Americans, Asians, 

Muslims, and Latinos in the U.S., but overall, racial inequality was mostly 

associated with people of color. A few participants also talked about being 

introduced to the concept of race by coming to the United States since the 

concept does not exist in their home countries. This phenomenon was especially 

interesting for the participant from Jamaica who explained that she learned 

about the labels of different races in the U.S. while also being perceived as black 

in the U.S.  

Because back home, like I said, I wasn't used to like this whole inequality 

and race. We just look at everybody as the same... It doesn't matter to us, 

but here you can clearly see that there is a difference. 'Oh you're black or - 
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and they put labels on it. 'You're black, you're Mexican'. (Graduate student 

- Jamaica)  

 Various studies have researched how immigrants of color experience race 

in the U.S. Studies found that race plays an vital role for the cultural adjustment 

processes of African or Caribbean immigrants or international students of color 

because they often come from relatively homogenous societies where being 

black is the norm. Therefore, they mostly have little experiences of racial 

discrimination before coming to the U.S. (Phinney and Onwughalu 1996; 

Constantine, Anderson, Caldwell, Berkel and Utsey 2005). However, in the U.S. 

immigrants of color may face both racism and xenophobia (Rong and Fitchett 

2008). Facing racism in the U.S. in a predominantly white society can lead to 

cultural adjustment difficulties (Constantine et al. 2005; Rong and Fitchett 

2008).  One study found that African and Caribbean groups identify with their 

immigrant identity and hold on to language and traditional clothing to 

distinguish themselves from blacks born in the U.S. (Kent 2007). Moreover, the 

study by Constantine et al. found that African and Caribbean students not only 

faced discrimination from whites in the U.S., but also from African Americans. 

While participants in the study by Constantine et al. (2005) experienced 

colorism by African American students, the participant in my study talked about 

experiencing bullying in the U.S. Thus, besides talking about being perceived as 

black in the U.S., the graduate student from Jamaica said that judgment she faced 

by other people of color in the U.S. shocked her. “I went to a HBCU, Prairie View 

it's mostly black students so, HBCU. And then see, most of the prejudice that I 
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got, wasn't from people of different color, it was like from black students, which 

shocked me. Because I didn't understand why.”  

Current examples were discussed with regard to racial inequality in the 

U.S. such as incidents of police brutality or the rhetoric of right-wing political 

candidates like Donald Trump. Students also talked about racial and ethnic 

stereotypes, labeling, and the power of media when discussing race. 

Police Brutality and the Denial of Racism 

 Many participants talked about incidents of police brutality against 

people of color as examples of racial inequality in the U.S. Students often 

described specific incidents of police brutality that happened within the last few 

years and several students perceived the U.S. legal system as discriminatory 

against minority groups. 

 The graduate student from Greece discussed a video that went viral on 

social media before coming to the U.S. In the video, a black man was stopped by 

several police officers and his dog was barking in the car as the man and the 

police officers were talking. As soon as the dog jumped out of the car window, it 

was shot by several police officers. Like other participants, the Greek student 

reflected about the event and speculated if the situation would have been 

different for a white person. "And you always think, if it was a white person's 

dog, would it be shot? Or would this event take place in the first place?" Here is 

the Dutch student's perception of the murder of Tamir Rice - an African-
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American boy who was fatally shot by a police officer because he played with a 

toy gun in a park.   

I came here during the heights of all those incidents where there was a lot 

of police brutality. I mean you can't really get around those videos. I mean 

the one that shocked me the most was the one, I don't know if you've seen 

it. The one with the little kid. He, he was basically shot because he was 

black. He was a little kid who was playing with a toy gun and someone 

called in the police and told them that there was a little black playing, he 

might have a gun, it might be a toy gun and they, you see hem driving up, 

not even stopping and the shooting him. So they didn't even look. They 

were just prepared to shoot. (Graduate student - Netherlands).  

Even though the graduate student from Italy did not mention any specific 

incident of police brutality, she considered the discrimination of people of color 

by the police a serious issue. "I think it is pretty clear that there is still a problem 

about that, related to what happened with like the police meeting or killing black 

people I think it is a serious problem". The participant from China called an 

incident of police brutality "gunshoot from the police" and said "yeah this kinda 

like news, so they oh yeah it's a black guy, if it was a white guy then maybe he is 

gonna be okay like this kind of things". Also the graduate student from Jamaica 

who said that the media inflated racial tension in the U.S., discussed the murder 

of Michael Brown and the incident when a black female teenager was brutally 

arrested at a pool party in a predominantly white neighborhood in Texas.  
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 While discussing incidents of police brutality, several students talked 

about white privilege and the denial of racism. The female student from Italy said 

that "there is still a very, very high race inequality in the US. Um, which like, 

some parts of the society tends to deny". The rejection that racism exists by 

white Americans was a fact that shocked graduate student from Greece. After her 

arrival, she met a Greek person who grew up in the U.S. "He has a very specific 

mindset about black people. They somehow try to exploit the system and they 

always complain and they use their race as an excuse for the things that 

happened to their life". The participant and her friend made a bet. Her friend was 

convinced that she would agree with him after she had lived in the U.S for some 

time. However, the participant did not change her opinion and called her 

confrontation with people who deny that racism exists enlightening.  

So it was enlightening to me to see how people still... even though he is not 

obviously discriminating against someone or he is not going to, to be 

racist against anyone. There is this kind of mindset. And it is something 

that, it produces social inequality in a way because it makes people feel 

like, you know, their feelings, their ideas, you know, what they 

perceive....And that was kind of shocking in a way for me. (Graduate 

student – Greece).  

In defining racial inequality, the participants from Iran and Sri Lanka used terms 

such as advantage, disadvantage, and privilege: "just because of the race, one 

particular race you have that privilege or like you don't have that privilege" 
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(undergraduate student - Sri Lanka). Correspondingly, the graduate student 

from Saudi Arabia compared the protest of government buildings in Oregon by 

armed right-wing activists with the situation in Ferguson after the murder of 

African-American teenager Michael Brown. He discussed the different treatment 

of white protesters and black protesters. "And okay, why the response from the 

police wasn't similar? Or at least similar in a way to what happened in 

Ferguson?" and said that after "what happened in Ferguson just last year, it is 

evident that yes there is an issue (of racial inequality)".  

Prejudices, Stereotypes and Donald Trump 

 Students discussed prejudices, stereotypes, and the rhetoric of right-wing 

politicians like Donald Trump while discussing inequalities for racial and ethnic 

groups. Furthermore, one student who said that no racial inequalities  and no 

social inequality in general exist in the U.S., talked about her theoretical 

knowledge of discrimination against people of color in the U.S. - an example of 

covert racism, as will be discussed.  

 Many students talked about racial stereotypes and several students talked 

about the internalization of racial stereotypes. The Chinese undergraduate 

student, for example, stated that felt intimidated by people of color when she 

first came to the country because of stories she heard at home. She talked about 

how her perception and feeling towards black people has changed since then. 

She said:  



70 

Actually, I kind of have some mind before too when I just got here. So, if, if 

I was walking around on the street if there was a black people, black guy, I 

always being kind of scary...It's not really on purpose or not really not 

respect them, but just, I don't know why. Maybe the image from before. 

(Undergraduate student – China) 

She said that images of people of color in the media and in the news, and stories 

of family and friends who have been to the United States contributed to her 

previous perception of people of color as being dangerous. Besides, the 

participant from China discussed the preference of white skin in beauty images 

and the preference of fair skin in Chinese society in general even though Chinese 

society was not diverse and did not have different races. She said that "some 

Chinese people has same mind as the white people. Like I mean they prefer 

white, white skin color than the dark one". Research studies as well as 

advertisements in China and other Asian countries demonstrate the dominance 

of Anglo-European beauty standards and the preference of fair skin in many 

Asian countries (Zhang 2012).  

  To the question of how she would connect race and social inequality, the 

undergraduate student from Sri Lanka answered: "ah for me race plays a big part 

also because of, there is a notion that black people like, they are violent then 

Mexican Americans are like criminals". She then talked about the internalization 

of racial stereotypes by other foreigners.  

I feel there is friends- like the internationals they would be say something 

rude just because of the color, like just because of what they hear and 
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what they see... like if you see like a black person, they would be like 'oh 

just be careful when you walk beside them' or like, you know? 

(Undergraduate student – Sri Lanka)  

The graduate student from Italy talked about the dangers of stereotypes and the 

reinforcement of discrimination and social inequality through jokes. "A set of 

jokes about uh based on stereotypes, which is going to be playful, but to some 

extent it reinforces these stereotypes (and) discrimination". 

 Three international students talked about Donald Trump and his political 

rhetoric. Despite not mentioning the name Donald Trump, the male Italian 

graduate student said that the views of current right-wing politicians and the 

huge support of these outlooks are proof that the American society still is 

"extremely racist, (and) sexist". The undergraduate student from Sri Lanka was 

aware of discrimination against Muslims before she came to the country and 

even though has not experienced blatant discrimination for being Muslim in the 

U.S. herself, she had heard stories about discrimination against Muslims and she 

heard "Donald Trump and people like that talk". The participant from Saudi 

Arabia was surprised by Donald Trump and the fact that so many people 

"accepted his opinion". He said that he liked diversity and hospitality about the 

American society, but that Donald Trump's views and the broad acceptance of 

his opinions, are opposing the ideals of diversity and acceptance.  
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Systematic Inequalities, Overt vs. Coverts Racism and Changes in Perception 

 Talking about racism, most international students referred to U.S. 

American history and how race inequalities persist in U.S. society despite the 

theoretical concept of equality for all people. Students talked about institutional 

or legal oppression of minorities. One student used the term "systematic racism".   

 The Greek international student talked about the perseverance of 

oppressions against people of color in the U.S. although slavery and legal 

segregation ended a long time ago.  

And there are still several forms of oppression and racial inequality even 

though there are no more, there is no more slavery, there is no more 

segregation...you can see it everywhere and you still have a system, since 

racial minorities and ethnic minorities are heavily, are more likely to be 

poor. (Graduate student – Greece) 

 The Dutch student called racial and ethnic inequalities in the U.S. systematic and 

she said that discrimination in the U.S. is more obvious than she had assumed. 

Although she knew racism existed both in the U.S. and in her home country, she 

said: "but I feel like it is so in your face and so systematic and so obvious like, I 

never, I never kind of experiences that". The female graduate student from Italy 

shared her knowledge about racial inequalities in the judiciary system. "And also 

like the judiciary system I think on the books it is like, it guarantees equality but 

at the same time the way it is applied... on real cases and situations ... it doesn't 

show the same equality approach that it states in theory". Shortly before this 

statement, she discussed social changes in the 60s and 70s, the Civil Rights 
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Movement and how in theory, equality was guaranteed for everyone, but how 

cultural behaviors continue to be discriminatory against people of color. The 

male graduate student from Italy also mentioned the Civil Rights Movement and 

thought that race relations had changed since then, but how current political 

right-wing rhetoric proved that racial and ethnic inequalities are still present. 

"So I read something, I watched some movie, but I thought that, beginning in the 

60s, that that changed here. But um, if you're listening to the speeches of u the 

current, all the 10 or 15, uh right wing candidates, you see that this is not the 

case".  The Iranian graduate student talked about the election of President 

Obama and the general public perception - presumably in Iran - that his 

presidency signified racial equality in the U.S. "Especially when president Obama 

choose as a United States president many argued that black people have...can be 

even the president...and that shows that racial inequalities has been disappeared 

yeah". He does not think that racial inequalities have disappeared, however, and 

discussed his experience of seeing poor African American neighborhoods in 

Houston and unequal opportunities for people of color.  

 The graduate student from Greece discussed racial discrimination in the 

U.S. as being covert and the colorblind rhetoric when talking about racism. 

It's again the most blatant example that I have is thus, that other white 

people that I meet are, are denying the fact that there is discrimination or 

that there are social injustices. So, this kind of, you know, the denial of 

race, that race doesn't matter. It it's kind of they try to hide it, to cover it 

up. Cover up that social inequalities stull exist, race still matters, people 
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still...make their decision based on race. So that is an idea that I have. 

(Graduate student - Greece) 

Equally, the participant from Italy thought that cultural approaches and attitudes 

towards racial minorities are discriminatory even though the Civil Rights era 

guaranteed equal rights to everyone. 

Um I think especially after the 60s and 70s in the US when the big like, the 

Black Rights Movement like at the um... At the official level race like um, 

rights are guaranteed, but at the same time there are still kind of 

um...behaviors and cultural um, um approaches that are pretty clear. 

(Graduate student, female - Italy).  

As previously mentioned, only one participant said her perceptions towards 

racial inequality did not change after moving to the U.S. Yet, the participant 

talked about her theoretical knowledge of racial inequality after taking a social 

science class. She summarized a video she had seen in class where a black boy 

ordered pizza into a white neighborhood and picked it up there because Pizza 

Hut does not deliver pizza into his neighborhood. The participant then says:  

So you know, but, I really don’t know if there is like this discrimination or 

not, after watching all those videos I think there is a discrimination, but I 

don’t know exactly what, you know where you  know job or I don’t know 

cause I see a lot of Black people working in a good companies. 

(Undergraduate student – Nepal)  
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 The student further discussed her own experiences of interacting with 

people of different races and ethnic background and talked about a black girl she 

knows who is hardworking and successful. "I had a friend her name is Ashley she 

is getting like equal treatment or equal opportunity everything what the white 

people are getting. She is a hardworking girl and I....like she does very good, 

nobody treat her bad, even she is a black".  She also thinks that professors treat 

all students equally, regardless of their ethnic background.  

I think all the professors over here treat equally. It doesn’t matter where 

you are from who you are what race you are from or what ethnicity I 

think all professors they treat equally, I never find discrimination oh you 

are black so I give you this grade. Or you are Black I don’t teach you I 

never find like that. (Undergraduate Student – Nepal) 

Nevertheless, I believe this student's perceptions are an example of covert 

racism in the U.S. and tightly connect to what the student from Greece called the 

denial of racism in the U.S. 

 Bonilla-Silva (2006) and various scholars in racial and ethnic studies 

have drawn out what they call colorblind racism, institutional racism, or covert 

racism. The discourse of colorblindness and colorblind racism often denies the 

existence of racism based on individual stories and experiences by individuals 

instead of scrutinizing broader societal structures.  The interview with the 

student from Nepal helps us shed light on these theories and concepts. 

Throughout the interview, she notes what she sees, but more importantly, what 
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does not see. Early in the interview, she states that much of her ideas about the 

U.S. came from popular media. Also, prior to her arrival, she did not have much 

knowledge about the class system in the U.S. She said that she knew that all 

countries have middle classes, but she did not no poverty existed in the U.S. Also, 

she learned that lower classes exist in the U.S. only after she took a social science 

class. The student denies that racism exists and gives example such as personal 

and individual stories for the non-existence of obvious racial discrimination, a 

rhetoric that is intrinsic in the colorblind discourse. At the same time, she said 

that she thinks racial discrimination does exist somewhere because of the 

theoretical knowledge she gained from the social science class.  

Later in the interview, the undergraduate student from Nepal talked 

about her surprise about Native American tradition in the U.S. and the 

perseverance of their culture. Presumably, she did not know much about Native 

Americans in the U.S. before her arrival either. However, the participant did not 

talk about any social inequalities Native Americans face or faced in the U.S.  

 On the whole, all but two students said that their experiences in the U.S. 

have changed their perception about racial inequality in the country. Several 

students said that their views about racial discrimination have been confirmed 

by living in the U.S. and others said that their perceptions have changed 

dramatically after their experiences in the country. The Greek graduate student 

was surprised about the extent or racial inequality in the U.S., the graduate 

student from the Netherlands called racism in the U.S. more systematic than 

assumed and both international students from Italy said that their perceptions 
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about racial inequality in the U.S. have "definitely" changed. The undergraduate 

student from China said that racial discrimination in the U.S. occurs "more than 

expected" and the graduate student from Saudi Arabia said that his previous 

perception about racial inequality in the U.S. has been confirmed. One of the 

students who said that his perception about racial inequality in the U.S. had not 

changed after his arrival, admitted that he did not have any perception about 

racial issues in the first place. However, in his opinion racial inequality does exist 

in the U.S. The only student who said that no racial inequality exists in the U.S. 

also talked about her theoretical knowledge about racial discrimination, and her 

argumentation follows the rhetoric of colorblind racism. 

SOCIAL CLASS INEQUALITIES 

 Diverse topics emerged concerning social class inequalities. Most 

participants knew about the term "social class" and connected it with socio-

economic standing. Wealth inequalities, the Occupy Movement, and the financial 

crisis from 2008 are some of the examples, which came up during the discussion 

of social class inequalities. Participants who did not know about the term before 

coming to the U.S. talked about their present understanding of class inequality 

and often mentioned the words "middle class" and "lower class"; they thus 

connected the word with the financial situation of a person, as well. One student 

- the graduate student from Italy - discussed the historic meaning of the word 

and connected it with Marxism and the division of labor in society. Two graduate 

students discussed capitalism with regard to social class inequalities. Moreover, 
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the graduate student from Iran associated the term with the word "habitus" - a 

concept framed by French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu who examined class 

culture.  

 Interestingly, social class inequality was often connected with poverty 

and while discussing poverty, many students talked about homelessness in the 

U.S. Some students also told me about their surprise of observing poverty in the 

U.S.  

Health inequalities and educational inequalities are further themes that 

emerged when talking about social class inequalities. Yet again, various students 

discussed the meaning of race and ethnicity with regard to social class 

inequalities.  

Finally, students compared opportunities for success in the U.S. with 

opportunities for success in their home countries. In doing so, many students 

discussed benefits and opportunities for graduate students in the U.S. and 

examined the American Dream and its limits.  

Poverty, Homelessness, Race and the Media 

 Most students connected the term social class with socio-economic 

factors and poverty in general. While several students such as the participants 

from Greece, Iran, Saudi Arabia, the Netherlands, and the two participants from 

Italy had a clear opinion about social class inequalities and unequal wealth 

distributions in the U.S. before their arrival, other participants such as the 

students from Sri Lanka, China, Jamaica and Nepal did not know about social 
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class inequalities and poverty in the U.S. before they came. In fact, all of the 

students who did not know about social class inequality before their arrival were 

shocked that poverty existed in the U.S. The undergraduate student from Sri 

Lanka said: "I never thought about the US that there would be poor people. 

Because of what I have seen. After I came here I was so shocked to see...and it 

was really surprising to know that there's a big like, like a poor population". 

Media played a role for students’ perceptions of the U.S. as a classless society. 

The participant from Sri Lanka said that media images impacted her previous 

view about American society because the movies she had seen "wouldn't show 

like a poor family or an immigrant family like trying to make ends meet or 

something like that". Also the graduate student from Jamaica was appalled when 

she encountered poverty in the U.S. Because of media representations and her 

father - a seasonal worker in the U.S. who always brought back American treats 

when he returned to Jamaica - she imagined the United States as a paradisiac 

place. "So the concept I had in my head was like, 'oh this is like really, really good 

and this place you want- like it's paradise basically". After the student came to 

the U.S. and saw poverty, she experienced a cultural shock. “But then you come 

here and realize that the norm is different. Because honestly, I didn't even think 

they had broken down buildings and stuff like that in the US. So I got a cultural 

shock the first time I got here".  

Even though the undergraduate student from Nepal did not consider 

social inequality to be a social problem in the U.S., she talked about her 

astonishment of seeing poverty in the U.S, as well.  
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Okay, yeah. When, before I came I thought there would be no poverty you 

know like all the people they do jobs or they have a nice family nice work, 

everybody educated, but after I came here, it changed. I see people 

begging in the street in our country we have a lot of poverty but over 

here I never thought like United States have homeless people, I never 

thought that, but after I came, I thought there were lots of homeless 

people. (Undergraduate student – Nepal)  

Despite her unexpected encounter, the student from Nepal thought of poverty 

and homelessness as personal choices rather than broader, societal structures. 

By comparing the American educational system and the Nepalese educational 

system, the participant stated that she does not understand people who do not 

take advantage of free public education and drop out of high school. She also 

thought of homelessness as being a private choice and discussed job 

opportunities in the U.S. like working in the service sector, which often does not 

require specific qualifications.  

I always wonder why they are spending their lives you know like begging, 

over here you don’t need any like....if you work in Starbucks or something, 

you don’t need qualification, like you don’t need a degree over here you 

can just work and get good life over here, why do you have to go on  the 

street and beg?! (Undergraduate student – Nepal) 

The description of poverty as being a personal choice has long been used and is 

still widely used in American politics and heavily impacts American social 
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welfare politics. Furthermore, the argumentation of the Nepalese student is an 

example of meritocratic rhetoric and individualism, two intrinsically American 

ideologies. 

The student acknowledges that she did not believe poverty existed in the 

U.S. before coming to the country, however, she sees the lack of individual will as 

reasons for poverty instead of examining broader social structures. “In our 

country we have a lot of poverty but over here I never thought like United States 

have homeless people, I never thought that, but after I came, I thought there 

were lots of homeless people they don’t even complete their high school”. She 

reduced poverty to laziness of the homeless, stating that school is free and that 

there was no reason to drop out of school. She compared her own experience in 

Nepal with the U.S. and believed that homeless people can easily work in the 

service industry rather than beg in the streets. Much like common arguments 

against social welfare programs, the student from Nepal considers poverty as a 

personal choice and believes in the concept of meritocracy in the U.S.  

I think it’s a personal choice. It’s nothing about the government or 

something. If, I say a lot of people who are like they look healthy, they look 

perfect but they are begging and I never give money to those people 

because you can do. I came from different country and I am doing like all 

those stuff...I think it’s their personal choice and maybe they are lazy or 

they don’t wanna struggle or they want easy money. (Undergraduate 

student – Nepal). 
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In contrast, the undergraduate student from China knew that poverty existed in 

the U.S. prior to her arrival, but she learned about the cycle of poverty while 

being in the country.  

Yeah and there are some people they just have some accident from their 

family, like not all the homeless people they are poor at the beginning. Or 

they're like, do some bad things. So, they lost their house because they 

could not afford the tax and then also if you don't have the address, living 

address, you can't find a job I think. So it's kind of like cycle. Connective 

cycle it becomes worse, so yeah. (Undergraduate student – China)  

Also participants who knew of social inequalities in the U.S. before their arrival 

accredited the media for their limited knowledge of poverty in the U.S. The male 

graduate student from Italy called media representation of the middle class a 

form of propaganda. "Yeah so interestingly, how is that middle class depicted? It 

is depicted as extremely progressive. So it's colorless, but that is, that's probably, 

we can say a work of propaganda". Furthermore, students who knew about 

social class inequality before they came to the United States also discussed 

homelessness with regard to social class inequalities. The graduate student from 

the Netherlands, for example, observed homelessness in the country and said: "I 

think that there is a lot of homeless people here um - I think that that has, that is 

really due to social class". Despite his awareness of social class inequalities in the 

U.S., the graduate student from Iran thought that Americans' basic needs were 
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provided by the government. He was therefore surprised to see homeless people 

in the U.S. 

 Alike gender inequality, social class inequality was often connected to 

race. Many participants discussed the overrepresentation of racial and ethnic 

minorities as being affected by social class inequalities. For instance, the 

participant from Saudi Arabia called the rich class as comprising of mainly white 

people.  

That does not mean that there are not, for example there are some black 

or Hispanic or Indian minorities who are rich. But in general, the rich 

people are a very certain group...mainly white, I would say. And, and the 

poor group would be mainly Hispanic or other minorities blacks and 

Indians. (Graduate student – Saudi Arabia)  

The graduate student from Greece said: "The interesting thing in the class system 

in the United States is, which is not very apparent in European countries or 

Greece, is the fact that... The, the lower class is heavily consisted out of racial 

minorities, and um ethnic minorities".  

 Correspondingly, the Italian male participant said: "what I'm seeing is that 

there is still, can you say class division- discrimination based on racial terms".  

 An interesting aspect about the analysis of perceptions of social class 

inequality among international students was the fact that graduate students 

were more aware of different inequalities before they came than undergraduate 

students. The student from Jamaica was the only graduate student who was not 

aware of social class inequalities before she came to the U.S. However, she did 
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her undergraduate degree in the U.S and therefore first came to the country as 

an undergraduate student as well.  

Wealth, Health, Education and Public Transportation 

 Numerous students discussed the unequal wealth distribution in the 

United States during our conversation about social class inequality. The female 

Italian graduate student talked about the unequal distribution of wealth in her 

definition of social inequality and called it one of the main issues in the U.S. She 

further said: "well in the US wealth is very weirdly distributed and the 

concentration of wealthy in the top, very little percent of the population". 

Similarly, the Dutch graduate student mentioned the Occupy Movement. Although 

she did not know much about social class inequality before coming to the 

country, she was aware of the unequal wealth distribution. "I mean I knew that, 

you know the one percent kind triggered that came from the US. I mean I was 

well aware that there are some very, very rich people here, but then also that 

there is a big, there is a large portion of uh, poor people".  

The graduate Student from Saudi Arabia talked about inequalities of the 

financial crisis and the power of the wealthy during that crisis. "You can see the 

market crash affected mainly the working class...However, the rest of the rich, 

they get richer and even the government supported them". He also compared the 

slow governmental and humanitarian response to Hurricane Katrina in New 

Orleans in a low socio-economic, African American neighborhood to the fast 

response to the disaster of a tornado in predominantly white Oklahoma when 

asked about examples of social class inequalities in the U.S.  



85 

  Moreover, students discussed social class inequalities in the educational 

system and in the health care system. The graduate student from Iran talked 

about superior educational opportunities for people who belong to the upper 

class since they are able to afford higher tuitions at well-ranked universities. He 

also disliked the lack of social support in the U.S., such as homelessness and the 

fact that health care is not affordable for many people. Equally, the male 

graduate student from Italy disliked the idea of individualism in the U.S.: 

"Individualism, I don’t like straight forward idea that you can do everything by 

yourself, which is represented in strong claims about health and education".  The 

graduate student from Greece defined social inequality as having unequal access 

to resource like health and education. Moreover, the female graduate student 

from Italy said that he has a clearer understanding of health disparities in the 

U.S. since he has lived here.  

I know many people like friends of mine who live in the US and don't have 

access to health insurance because it is too expensive and I think this is a 

big, big issue. So yeah now it is clearer for me, I directly experienced that, 

that it exists that it is something real. (Graduate student, female – Italy) 

Three students associated the lack of reliable public transportation with class 

inequalities. The graduate student from the Netherlands talked about the 

importance of having a vehicle in the U.S. in order to be able to access different 

resources such as health care facilities, which are often not reachable by public 

transportation. According to her, not having a car in the U.S. restricts a person in 
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many different ways. Not being able to access food stores that carry fresh 

vegetables was one of them. Similarly, the graduate student from Greece talked 

about her experiences of using public transportation as an example of social 

class inequalities.  

What is always interesting to me here is how public transportation works. 

So all people here have their own cars. And transportation is usually- 

when you enter a bus, most of the people are really-- or at least they seem 

very poor. And transportation, is not really reliable so I can expect their 

life is being restricted in a way or how to access, let's say the grocery 

store, which is far away. (Graduate student – Greece) 

Thus, alike the Dutch student, she talks about the inability of accessing different 

resources through public transportation.  

 The undergraduate student from Sri Lanka perceives American lifestyle 

differently after her experiences of living in the country. She said: "Only if you 

came here you realize how hard people actually have to work to get an 

education, to get health care and all that, so. Like I didn't have an idea about it 

until I came here, yeah". 

Opportunities in the U.S., the American Dream and Changes in Perception 

 Most students had difficulties comparing opportunities for success in the 

U.S. with opportunities for success in their home countries. However, graduate 

students agreed that prospects in academia are better in the U.S than they are in 

their home countries. Actually, several graduate students called chances for 
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graduate students in academia a characteristic they really liked about the United 

States. To the question what she liked about the U.S. the graduate student from 

Jamaica answered: "The opportunity for advancement in your education", for 

example. The graduate student from the Netherlands spoke about possibilities of 

building professional networks while being in grad school, a possibility that is 

not available in the Netherlands in her opinion. Similarly, both graduate students 

from Italy talked about their positive experiences in academia in the U.S.  

Um, from my personal experience I got much more recognized here than 

in Italy for what I know and what I did in my life. So. Although it was very 

hard to get my visa and like go through the process of applying, but finally 

I got in and they are giving me an opportunity to develop my skills, my 

academic knowledge. (Graduate student, female -Italy) 

The male graduate student from Italy called his personal experience with the 

concept of meritocracy in the U.S. an aspect he enjoys about the U.S. “Trying to 

improve yourself has been so far a good thing, and um, I knock on doors and the 

doors open, to some extent. And I had, I received a lot of support. Monetary wise 

and um, possibility wise". In the interview, he previously talked about the 

importance of having a social network and professional connections in Italy and 

contrasted the chances he received in the U.S. without having any network with 

the Italian situation. Similarly, the participant from Iran was surprised by the 

notion of meritocracy. "Here in the United States if you are ordinary people, no 

good relations, you can try, you can uh, you can work and improve your 

situation”.  
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 Hence, several students thought opportunities for success were better in 

the U.S. compared to other countries. Yet, many students discussed the 

restrictedness of the American Dream - the concept that people can achieve 

anything if they worked hard enough. The Iranian student said that there is an 

opportunity in the U.S. to improve one's life, but he pointed out the limit of social 

mobility 

I know that this social mobility is restricted. You can have mobility to a 

certain level. After that, this is not open system. I mean for example you 

can mh become a middle class, being a professor, being an officer. But if 

you want to uh, go to upper stratum, it is not so open that you think. You 

have to compete with different companies who have monopoly...I think 

that you have opportunities for making your situation better, but it 

doesn't mean that it is open for all people to come to higher levels. 

(Graduate Student – Iran) 

The female graduate student from Italy called the concept of meritocracy an 

illusion and the Greek graduate student titled it a myth that helps to reproduce 

social inequality: 

I have studied the mechanism and how you reproduce inequality, 

especially in a country like the United States, where social mobility is 

very, very limited. So the way that you maintain this system is to make 

people believe that you can do whatever you want even though this is not 

the truth. So yes, a few people, some individuals, some charismatic or 
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lucky people or people who work hard are going to succeed in life and 

they are going to make the American Dream come true. But this is not 

available for everyone. This is not going to happen to every person. 

(Graduate student - Greece). 

Here, the student discusses the power of media and public discourse in 

maintaining the concept of social mobility, but she is aware that social mobility is 

less common in the U.S. than in other countries. The graduate student from Italy 

said: 

So you can work until you get to it until you succeed to your goal, but at 

the same time I feel  often it is kind of a myth, of an illusion. Especially for 

lower social class population because it is very, like it is much harder for 

them to access to those kind of um, opportunities that allow you to get 

that point. So it's uh, it, like the path is harder. Maybe you can get to the 

point but it is very, very hard. (Graduate student, female - Italy).  

The undergraduate student from China talked about the restrictedness of 

meritocracy for people who have less or no ties to influential people.  

I feel like the rich people are very powerful. Like maybe, you are looking 

for the government, you have some relationship then it's easier getting a 

job or a company, at the university. But for people, maybe they're just 

from, they're only for family, they dont have any background, or parents 

or yeah family, then it's harder to get this kind of change, to, like to even 

making better life, yeah. (Undergraduate student – China) 
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Overall, the majority of the students perceived social class inequalities 

differently after they have moved to the United States to study. Two of the 

participants who said that their perceptions about social class inequality have 

not changed since their arrival - the undergraduate student from Nepal and the 

graduate student from Iran - discussed their astonishment of observing 

homelessness in the country, however. Also, at the end of the interview, the 

Iranian student said that his overall perception of inequality in the U.S. has 

changed after he moved here. He is thus contradicting his first statement that his 

view about social class inequality has not changed since his arrival. The third 

participant who said that his perception about social class inequalities in the U.S. 

has not changed, said that his preceding perceptions were confirmed, however.  

 Therefore, it can be said that all of the participants did perceive social 

class inequalities and poverty in the U.S. differently after living in the country.  

LIKES AND DISLIKES - CROSS-CULTURAL QUESTIONS 

 At the end of the interview, I asked all participants cross-cultural 

questions. I asked them what they liked about the U.S., what they disliked, what 

surprised them, and what shocked them. Although the answers among the 

students varied a lot, a few features came up repeatedly. In this section, I will 

briefly discuss upcoming themes - in particular those, which are related to my 

research topic. 

 Several students discussed freedom as an aspect, which they liked about 

the U.S. The type of freedom varied from freedom of having and sharing one's 

views and opinions, freedom of speech, and the freedom of clothing. Numerous 
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students also liked diversity about the U.S. and that people from different 

cultures live here. Moreover, some students talked positively about American 

hospitality.   

 Interestingly, several students discussed discrimination against 

minorities or women and types of social inequalities as features they disliked 

about the U.S. To the question "what do you dislike about the U.S.?", the 

undergraduate student from China said: "I don't have much apart, apart of like 

this like maybe sometimes just the risk of being like respect (disrespected) for 

Asian people or other race people". The graduate student from Greece said that 

she does not like "the fact that you have to pay for everything" and shared her 

opinion of free education as being a social right, for instance. The graduate 

student from Iran dislikes the lack of social protection and that health insurance 

is not accessible for many people. The debate about reproductive rights and 

gender inequality in the U.S. shocked the graduate student from the Netherlands. 

The graduate student from Saudi Arabia disliked what he calls "the pressure of 

capitalism in everything". After follow-up questions of what he meant by that 

phrase, he talked about the reproduction of existing inequalities. The student 

was also surprised by Donald Trump and the huge public support of his 

xenophobic views. The female graduate student from Italy disliked consumerism 

in the U.S. and the broad disinterest in environmental issues by Americans. The 

male Italian graduate student was shocked about what he calls "the permanence 

of discrimination...Racial, gender and general social levels". The undergraduate 

student from China was surprised that people in the U.S. are less open-minded 
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than she had assumed. She talked about her own difficulties in making friends 

and said friendships are not as diverse as she expected.  

There is one thing that surprised me. Actually before I was thinking, 

maybe the image of US is so diversity, I think (thought) it is easier to get 

white people or other people to become friends here,  but actually it is 

not.... Yeah they stick to their ethnicity and their own people. Or maybe, I 

don't  know it's because of the race stuff or because I'm Asian and I am an 

international student and I  don't speak English well so they're lazy to 

hang out with you. (Undergraduate student – China)  

Lastly, the extent of poverty surprised the graduate student from Jamaica, when 

she first came to the U.S. “Uh, like I said I had a cultural shock coming here. 

Because I didn’t know to the extent of, like the poverty… I never thought of the 

say, like I never thought I’d see homeless people in America.” 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

SUMMARY 

In this research, I tried to capture international students’ perceptions about 

different forms of social inequality in the U.S. I am an international student myself 

and coming to the United States to study has definitely opened my eyes and 

changed my perception about social problems in the U.S. The United States of 

America is currently the country with the largest number of enrolled international 

students. At the same time, social inequality, especially economic inequality, has 

increased within the last few decades. Moreover, racial tensions and racial 

inequalities in the U.S. have been discussed more publicly in the last few years 

after several cases of police brutality against people of color have been 

documented by the media.  

 In chapter 1, I discussed the importance and need for conducting this 

research project. I mentioned the increasing number of international students in 

the U.S. and the particular increase economic inequality in the U.S. I also briefly 

discussed transnational theories and the importance to study perceptions. 

 In chapter 2, I discussed important literature for this study in more detail. 

Firstly, I defined the term social inequality sociologically, and briefly discussed 

two traditions in explaining social inequality: the conflict theory, and the 
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functionalist theory. Afterwards, I discussed the concepts of individualism and 

how it affects the public discourse about social inequality in the U.S. I then listed 

current forms of different types of social class inequality, followed by gender 

inequality, and racial and ethnic inequality. For each different type of inequality, I 

mentioned current numbers and different forms of discrimination. When talking 

about social class inequality, for example, I talked about wealth and health 

discrepancies among social classes, and social mobility. With regard to gender 

inequality, I discussed the gender wage gap and types of social discrimination such 

as sexism, abuse, and rape and rape culture. Racial stereotypes, economic 

inequality for racial and ethnic minority groups, health differences for minority 

groups, and the racialized aspect of mass incarceration in the U.S. are discussed 

regarding racial and ethnic inequalities.   After the discussion of different types of 

social inequality, I reviewed literature about international students in the U.S. and 

concluded that many studies about international students focus on difficulties 

they face in the U.S. such as language barriers, acculturation processes, or 

problems in academia. I continued talking about perception and asserted that few 

sociological studies exist about perception in sociology. Bourdieu’s notion about 

the socially constructed reality and the importance of perceptions were 

summarized in this section, as well. I then review studies that have researched 

international students’ perceptions towards different aspects, such as gender 

violence, academic success, or mental health services. A brief discussion about the 

power of media follows, as well a brief review of transnational theories followed. 
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I concluded the literature review with my theoretical orientation for this study, 

where I talked about social constructionism and social constructivism.  

In chapter 3, I presented my methodology for this study. I wrote about my 

qualitative research design and research procedures for this study, and 

introduced important demographics of the research participants. In this chapter I 

also described procedures of my research analysis such as coding and creating a 

matrix to compare students’ perceptions. The matrix is depicted in table 2.  

Research findings were presented in chapter 4. I divided my research 

findings by the three different types of social inequality that I investigated: gender 

inequality, racial inequality, and social class inequality. The research findings 

suggest that the experiences international students had in the U.S. impacted the 

perceptions they had about different types of social inequality in the U.S. before 

they came. Most participants clearly stated that their views about different types 

of social inequality have changed since their arrival. Only one participant stated 

that her perceptions about social inequality have not changed since her arrival. 

However, the participant discussed her surprise of encountering poverty in the 

U.S. and she admitted knowing about racial discrimination and having 

experienced gender inequality. Also, the findings suggest that media plays an 

enormous role both for previous perceptions of international students about the 

U.S., as well as for their change in perceptions about social inequality. 
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LIMITATIONS 

With this study, I attempted to explore different perceptions international 

students have and had about social inequality in the U.S. I was especially 

interested to discover whether their experiences in the U.S. changed the former 

perceptions they had about different forms of social inequality in the U.S. 

Limitations of this study include: 

1. Interview questions were misunderstood sometimes. A couple of times, 

participants thought I asked them about their personal experiences of facing 

discrimination instead of asking about their perceptions about different forms of 

discrimination and inequality in the U.S. Whenever misunderstandings occurred, 

I paid attention to the participant’s answer and did not interrupt them, and I then 

followed with questions such as “and do you think that happens to others?” or 

“who else do you think is affected by it?”. Also other terms were misunderstood or 

not understood by a few participants, such as “social inequality” or “social class”. 

It was interesting to discuss these terms with participants who were not familiar 

with the exact term, but I do not know how much my brief description of the terms 

have influenced their own definitions. Therefore, perhaps it would be more 

beneficial to change sociological terms into more common terms.  

2. Although the participants came from many different countries, the group 

of participants was not as diverse as I intended it to be. I had no participant whose 

home country was in Africa, for instance. Also, the majority of the students were 
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graduate students, as I had a hard time finding undergraduate student 

participants.  

3. My sample is restricted geographically. As I only conducted interviews 

with students who are enrolled in a North Texan university, findings may differ 

when international students who live in metropolitan areas were interviewed. In 

fact, one of the participants indicated that he had limited experiences in seeing 

unprivileged populations due to the fact that he spent most of his time at 

university or in the same college town.  

4. Although it was very interesting to research three different forms of 

social inequality and although the connection of these types among students was 

fascinating, I believe that focusing on one specific form of social inequality could 

have produced richer or more detailed data.  

5. Students may have been impacted by my presence, a phenomenon 

known as the “Hawthorne Effect;” although I limited stating my own views, and 

tried to create a comfortable atmosphere both before and during the interviews.  

6. The wording or sequence of my interview questions, or the purpose of 

my research topic in general, may have influenced the participants. Although I 

tried to not discuss my own view about the research topic, students probably 

sensed by questions I asked that I assumed their perceptions about social 

inequality in the U.S. have changed after their arrival. That is because I specifically 

asked what they thought about a certain aspect of American life before they came, 

what they think about it now, and if they thought their perceptions had changed.  
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7. Because of the conversational nature of the interviews, not all students 

were asked the same questions in the same order. Sometimes, students already 

talked about issues I intended to inquire at a later time, which changed the order. 

That left a few questions not fully answered, or some questions left out.  

8. This research only emphasized three different types of social inequality: 

gender inequality, racial inequality and social class inequality. Various other forms 

of social inequality such as discrimination against religious minorities or sexual 

minorities were not discussed intensively.   

9. Though this research is meant to study perceptions, some of the 

perceptions students discussed are in retrospect and some of the students had 

trouble remembering their exact perceptions about certain aspects before they 

came here to study. The only way to prevent inaccurate presentations of the past, 

would be to interview international students twice: once before their arrival to 

the U.S., in their home country, and then after their arrival to the U.S.   

DISCUSSION 

Future research should definitely interview more participants overall, and 

unquestionably more undergraduate international students. The graduate 

students in this project tended to be more reflective about social issues and had 

more knowledge about social inequality before their arrival than undergraduate 

students. However, at the same time, the undergraduates’ perspectives about 

social inequality was extremely interesting as well because all of them thought 

that poverty and homelessness would not be present in the U.S.; they had this 
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perception mainly due to media portrayals. Also, as I noted in the limitations 

section, research about international students’ perception of social inequality in 

the U.S. could focus on one type of social inequality, instead of focusing of different 

types of social inequality. Since perceptions about racial inequality changed 

almost all participants, I believe it would be interesting and important to 

investigate perceptions about race and racial inequality among foreign-born 

students. I was surprised about the students’ great empathy for racial and ethnic 

groups in the U.S. and that a discussion about colorblind racism and institutional 

discrimination emerged as a topic. I should also note again, that racial 

discrimination was discussed among other forms of social inequality as well. Many 

students linked racial discrimination to social class inequality, poverty, or gender 

discrimination – they thus discussed the intersection of different forms of 

oppression.  

Furthermore, since the media had such a huge impact on the students’ 

images about U.S. society, it would be interesting to study the influence of U.S. 

media on international students in general.    

 

 

 

 

 



100 

 

REFERENCES 

Abel, Charles F. 2002. “Academic Success and the International Student:  

Research and Recommendations.” New Directions for Higher Education 

117: 13-19. 

Alessio, John. 2011. Social Problems and Inequality. Social Responsibilities through  

 Progressive Sociology. Burlington, Vermont: Ashgate. 

Alexander, Michelle. 2012. The New Jim Crow. Mass Incarceration in the Age of  

 Colorblindness. New York, NY: The New Press. 

Allegretto, Sylvia. 2011. The Stat of Working America’s Wealth, 2011. Through  

Volatility and Turmoil, the Gap Widens. Washington, D.C.: Economic Policy 

Institute. Retrieved June 24, 2016 (http://www.epi.org/files/page/-

/BriefingPaper292.pdf). 

Anson, Mirra Leigh. 2011. “Campus Influence on International Students’  

Perceptions of the United States.” PhD dissertation, College of Education, 

University of Missouri, St. Louis. 

Aud, Susan, Mary Ann Fox, and Angelina KewalRamani. 2010. Status and Trends  

in the Education or Racial and Ethnic Groups. National Center for 

Education Statistics. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education. 

Retrieved June 26, 2016 (http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2010/2010015.pdf).  

 

 



101 

Baillargeon, Jacques, Ingrid A. Binswanger, Joseph V. Penn, Brie A. Williams, and  

Owen J. Murray. 2009. “Psychiatric Disorders and Repeat Incarcerations: 

The Revolving Prison Door.” American Journal of Psychiatry 166: 103-109.  

Barr, Donald. 2008. Health Disparities in the United States. Social Class, Race,  

Ethnicity, and Health. Baltimore, Maryland: The John Hopkins University 

Press. 

Barrett, Lee, Kimberly Tyler, and James Wright. 2010. “The New Homelessness 

 Revisited”. Annual Review of Sociology 36: 501–521.  

Barthel-Bouchier, Diane. 2012. “Exportability of Films in a Globalizing Market:  

 The Intersection of Nation and Genre.” Cultural Sociology 6 (1): 75-91. 

Bekmuratova, Sabrinaz. 2012. “Study of International Students' Definitions of,  

and Perceptions About, Domestic Violence against Women.” M.S. thesis, 

Department of Health Science, Minnesota State University, Mankato.  

Bellah, Norbert, Richard Madsen, William Sullivan, Ann Swidler, and Steven 

Tipton. 1985. Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in 

American Life. Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.  

Bell, Joyce. 2016. "Introduction to the Special Issue on Black Movements."  

 Sociological Focus 49 (1):1-10.  

Bendix, Reinhard. 1974. “Inequality and Social Structure: A Comparison of Marx  

 and Weber.” American Sociological Review 39: 149-161. 

Berger, Peter. 1967. The Sacred Canopy. Elements of a Sociological Theory of  

 Religion. Garden City, New York : Anchor Books. 

 



102 

Bessette, Lee Skallerup. 2015. “The Hunting Ground: A Review and Reflection.” 

 Women in Higher Education 24 (4): 1-2.  

Black Lives Matter. 2016. "About the Black Lives Matter Network." Retrieved 

 February 19, 2016 (http://blacklivesmatter.com/about/).  

Blau, Francine, and Lawrence Kahn. “Gender Differences in Pay.” Journal of  

 Economic Perspectives 14 (4): 75-99. 

Bloome, Deirdre. 2014. “Racial Inequality Trends and the Intergenerational  

Persistence of Income and Family Structure.” American Sociological 

Review 79 (6): 1196-1225. 

Bonilla-Silva, Eduardo. 2006. Racism Without Racists. Color-Blind Racism and the  

Persistence of Racial Inequality in the United States. Lanham, Maryland: 

Rowman & Littlefield Publishers. 

Bourdieu Pierre. 1989. “Social Space and Symbolic Power”. Sociological Theory 7 

 (1): 14- 25. 

Buchwald, Emilie, Pamela Fletcher, and Martha Roth. 1993. Transforming a Rape  

 Culture. Minneapolis, MN: Milkweed Editions. 

Bullock, Heather, and Wendy Limbert. 2003. “Scaling the Socioeconomic Ladder: 

Low-Income Women’s Perceptions of Class Status and Opportunity.” 

Journal of Social Issues 59 (4):693-709.  

Brown-Gluade, Winnifred. 2011. Higglers in Kingston: Women's Informal Work in  

 Jamaica. Nashville, TN: Vanderbilt University Press. 

Brownmiller, Susan. 1975. Against Our Will. Men, Women and Rape. New York,  

 NY: The Ballantine Publishing Group.   



103 

Bynum, William. 2008. The History of Medicine: A Very Short Introduction. 

 Oxford, UK: University Press.    

Center for American Progress. 2014. “What the New Census Data Show About the  

Continuing Struggle of the Middle Class”. Retrieved June 22, 2016. 

(https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/economy/news/2014/09/1

6/97203/what-the-new-census-data-show-about-the-continuing-

struggles-of-the-middle-class/). 

Charmaz, Kathy. 2010. Constructing Grounded Theory. A Practical Guide through  

 Qualitative Analysis. Los Angeles, CA: SAGE. 

Chellaraj, Gnanaraj, Keith Maskus, and Aaditya Mattoo. 2008. “The Contribution 

of International Students to U.S. Innovation.” Review of International 

Economics 16 (3): 444-462. 

Chen, Hao-Min and Denise Lewis. 2011. “Approaching the ‘‘Resistant:’’ Exploring  

East Asian International Students’ Perceptions of Therapy and Help-

Seeking Behavior Before and After They Arrived in the United States.” 

Contemporary Family Therapy 33:310-323. 

Constantine, Madonna, Gregory Anderson, Leon Caldwell, LaVerne Berkel, and  

Shawn Utsey. 2005. “Examining the Cultural Adjustment Experiences of 

African International College Students: A Qualitative Analysis.” Journal of 

Counseling Psychology 52 (1): 57-66. 

Cooley, Charles Horton. 1962. Social Organization: A Larger Study of the Mind.  

 New York, NY: Schocken. 

 



104 

Corak, Miles. 2013. “Inequality from Generation to Generation. The United States  

in Comparison.” Pp. 107-126 in The Economics of Inequality, Poverty, and 

Discrimination in the 21st Century, edited by Robert Rycroft. Santa Barbara, 

CA: ABC-CLIO. 

Corbin, Juliet, and Anselm Strauss. 2008. Basics of Qualitative Research. Thousand  

 Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications. 

Daily, Cynthia, Stephanie Farewell, and Gaurav Kumar. 2010. “Factors 

Influencing the University Selection of International Students.” Academy 

of Educational Leadership Journal 14 (3): 59-75. 

DeNavas-Walt, Carmen, and Bernadette D. Proctor. 2015. Income and Poverty in 

the United States: 2014. United States Census Bureau Washington, DC: U.S. 

Department of Commerce. Retrieved February 19, 2016 

(https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/20

15/demo/p60-252.pdf). 

Daglar, Murat. 2009. “A Comparative Study of Fear of Sexual Assault and  

Personal Property Theft between International and Noninternational 

Students on an Urban University Campus.” EdD dissertation, Department 

of Education, Spalding University, Kentucky.  

Davis, Kingsley and Wilbert Moore. 1945. “Some Principles of Stratification.”  

 American Sociological Review 10 (2): 242-244. 

 

 

 



105 

Executive Office of the President. 2014. “2014 Native Youth Report”. Retrieved  

June 26, 2016 

(https://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/docs/20141129native

youthreport_final.pdf).  

Federal Reserve System. 2014. “Report of the Economic Well-Being of U.S. 

Households in 2013. Retrieved October 4, 2015 

(http://www.federalreserve.gov/econresdata/2013-report-economic-

well-being-us-households-201407.pdf). 

Feldman, Stanley. 1988. “Structure and Consistency in Public Opinion: The Role 

of Core Beliefs and Values.” American Journal of Political Science 32 (2): 

416-440. 

Friedman, Asia. “Toward a Sociology of Perception: Sight, Sex, and Gender.” 

 Cultural Sociology 5 (2): 187-206. 

Fry, Richard. 2014. “U.S. High School Dropout Rate Reaches Record Low, Driven  

by Improvements Among Hispanics, blacks.”Retrieved June 26, 2016 

(http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/10/02/u-s-high-school-

dropout-rate-reaches-record-low-driven-by-improvements-among-

hispanics-blacks/).  

Garfinkel, Harold. 1967. Studies in Ethnomethodology. Englewood Cliffs, NJ:  

 Prentice Hall. 

Gilens, Martin. 1999. Why Americans Hate Welfare: Race, Media, and the Politics of  

 Antipoverty Politics. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.  

 



106 

Glass, Chris, and Christina Westmond. 2014. “Comparative Effects of 

Belongingness on the Academic Success and Cross-Cultural Interactions 

of Domestic and International Students.” International Journal of 

Intercultural Relations 38: 106-119. 

Glass, Chris, Edwin Gomez, and Alfredo Urzua. 2014. “Recreation, Intercultural 

Friendship, and International Students’ Adaption to College by Region of 

Origin.” International Journal of Intercultural Relations 42: 104-117. 

Goffmann, Erving. 1963. Behavior in Public Places. New York, NY: The Free Press. 

Gould, Elise. 2008. “Growing Disparities in Life Expectancy. “ Retrieved June 24,  

 2016 (http://www.epi.org/publication/webfeatures_ 

snapshots_20080716/). 

Hacker, Helen. 1951. “Women as a Minority Group.” Social Forces 30 (1): 60-69.  

Hagan, John, and Celesta Albonetti. 1982. “Race, Class, and the Perception of  

Criminal Justice in America.” American Journal of Sociology 88 (2): 329-

355. 

Heath, Rebecca Piirto. 1998. “The New Working Class.” American Demographics 

 (January): 7-15. 

Hebel, Udo. 2008. Einfuehrung in die Amerikanistik/American Studies. Stuttgart, 

 Germany: J.B. Metzler’sche Verlagsbuchhandlung. 

Hegart y, Niall. 2014. “Where Are We Now – The Presence and Importance of 

 International Students to Universities in the United States.” Journal of 

 International Students 4 (3):223-235.  

 



107 

Hegewisch, Ariane and Heidi Hartmann. 2014. Occupational Segregation and the  

Gender Wage Gap: A Job Half Done. U.S. Department of Labor Women's 

Bureau. Seattle, WA: Institute for Women’s Policy Research. Retrieved 

June 26, 201(file:///C:/Users/LSchaefer2/Downloads/C419%20(1).pdf). 

Henry, Meghan, Azim Shivji, Tanya de Sousa, and Rebecca Cohen. 2015. The  

2015 Annual Homeless Assessment Report (AHAR) to Congress. The U.S. 

Department of Housing and Urban Development. Washington, D.C. 

Retrieved June 24, 2016 

(https://www.hudexchange.info/resources/documents/2015-AHAR-

Part-1.pdf). 

Hess, Cynthia, Jessica Milli, Jeff Hayes, and Ariane Hegewisch. 2015. The Status of  

Women in the United States 2015. Institute for Women's Policy Research. 

Washington, D.C. Retrieved February 29, 2016 

(http://www.iwpr.org/publications/pubs/the-status-of-women-in-the-

states-2015-full-report). 

Hout, Michael. 2008. “How Class Works: Objective and Subjective Aspects of  

Class since the 1970s.” Pp. 25-64 in Social Class: How does it Work?, edited 

by Annette Lareau and Dalton Conley. New York, NY: Russell Sage 

Foundation.  

Huber, Joan, William Form, and John Pease. 1970. “Income and Stratification  

Ideology: Beliefs about the American Opportunity Structure.” American 

Journal of Sociology 75 (4): 703-716. 

 



108 

Hunt, Matthew. 2004. "Race/Ethnicity and Beliefs about Wealth and Poverty." 

 Social  Science Quarterly 85 (3): 827-853. 

Hunt, Matthew. 2007. "African American, Hispanic, and White Beliefs about 

Black/White Inequality, 1977-2004." American Sociological Review 72: 

390-415. 

International Labour Organization. 2014. “Sexual Harassment at Work. Fact  

Sheet”. Retrieved June 27, 2016 

(http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_norm/---

declaration/documents/publication/wcms_decl_fs_96_en.pdf). 

Institute of International Education. 2015. “International Students in the United 

States.” Retrieved September 27, 2015 

(http://www.iie.org/Services/Project-Atlas/United-States/International-

Students-In-US). 

Institute of International EducationA. 2015. "Open Doors Data. Fast Facts."  

Retrieved February 19, 2016 (http://www.iie.org/Research-and-

Publications/Open-Doors/Data/Fast-Facts). 

Institute of International Education. 2014. “Trends and Global Data 2014.”  

Retrieved October 4, 2015 (http://www.iie.org/Research-and-

Publications/Project-Atlas.pdf). 

Institute of International Education. 2014A. “A Quick Look at International 

 Students in the U.S.” Retrieved October 4, 2015 

 (file:///C:/Users/LSchaefer2/Downloads/Open-Doors-2014-

Infographic-International-Students.pdf). 



109 

Jin, Su-Hyun and Chang Liu. 2014. “Intelligibility of American English Vowels and  

Consonants Spoken by International Students in the United States.” 

Journal of Speech, Language and Hearing Research 57: 583-596.  

Kent, Mederios Mary. 2007. Immigration and America’s Black Population.  

Population Reference Bureau. Retrieved July 4, 2016. 

(https://openlab.citytech.cuny.edu/catapanohis3208/files/2011/08/62.

4immigration1.pdf).  

Khan, Janaya. 2015. “Black Lives Matter Has Become a Global Movement.” The  

Root, August 7, 2015. Retrieved March 4, 2016 

(http://www.theroot.com/articles/culture/2015/08/black_lives_matter_

has_become_a_global_movement.html). 

Kindy, Kimberly, Marc Fisher, Julie Tate, and Jennifer Jenkins. 2015. “A Year of  

Reckoning: Police Fatally Shoot Nearly 1,000”. The Washington Post, 

December 24, 2015. Retrieved June 26, 2016 

(http://www.washingtonpost.com/sf/investigative/2015/12/26/a-year-

of-reckoning-police-fatally-shoot-nearly-1000/). 

Kluegel, James, and Eliot Smith. 1981. “Beliefs about Stratification.” Annual 

 Review of Sociology 7 (29): 29-56. 

Kochhar, Rakesh and Richard Fry. 2014. “Wealth Inequality has Widened Along  

Racial, Ethnic Lines Since End of Great Recession”. Pew Research Center, 

December 12, 2014. Retrieved June 26, 2016 

(http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/12/12/racial-wealth-

gaps-great-recession/).  



110 

Krogstad, Manuel Jens. 2014. “One-in-four Native Americans and Alaska Natives  

Are living in poverty”. Pew Research Center, June 13, 2014. Retrieved June 

26, 2016 (http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/06/13/1-in-4-

native-americans-and-alaska-natives-are-living-in-poverty/). 

Kvale, Steinar, and Svend Brinkmann. 2009. Interviews - Learning the Craft of 

 Qualitative Research Interviewing. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Lam, Marie. 2004. “The Perception of Inequalities: A Gender Case Study.”  

 Sociology 38 (1): 5-23.  

Lee, Hyung Jung. 2014. “Thrust into Learning and Thinking Critically: East Asian  

Doctoral Students' Experience, Meaning, and Process of Engaging in 

Critical Thinking at U.S. Universities.” EdD dissertation, Teachers College, 

Columbia University, New York. 

Lee, Barrett., Tyler, Kimberly, and James Wright. “The New Homelessness  

 Revisited.” Annual Review Sociology August (36): 501-521. 

Lee, Jenny. 2010. “International Students’ Experiences and Attitudes at a US Host 

 Institution: Self-Reports and Future Recommendations.” Journal of 

 Research in International Education 9 (1):66-84. 

Lee, Ee Lin. 2007. “Linguistic and Cultural Factors in East Asian Students’ Oral  

Participation in U.S. University Classrooms.” International Education 36 

(2): 29-47. 

 

 

 



111 

Leong, Pamela. 2015. “Coming to America: Assessing the Patterns of  

Acculturation, Friendship Formation, and the Academic Experience of 

International Students at a U.S. College.” Journal of International Students 

5 (4): 459-474.  

Lin, Liang-Yin. 2013. “Chinese Doctoral Students' Perceptions of Academic  

Achievement, Identity Investment and Use of English in an American 

University.” PhD dissertation, Department English as a Second Language, 

University of Alabama, Tuscaloosa. 

Luckmann, Thomas. 2008. “On Social Interaction and the Communicative 

Construction of Personal Identity, Knowledge and Reality.” Organization 

Studies 29 (2): 277- 290. 

Mamiseishwili, Ketevan. 2012. “International Student Persistence in U.S. 

 Postsecondary Institutions.” Higher Education 64:1-17. 

Mannay, Dawn. 2010. “Making the Familiar Strange: Can Visual Research 

Methods Render the Familiar Setting More Perceptible?” Qualitative 

Research 10 (1): 91-111.  

Marger, Martin. 2014. Social Inequality. Patterns and Processes. New York, NY:  

McGraw Hill.  

Marx, Karl.  Karl Marx: Selected Writings, edited by David McLellan. Oxford:  

 Oxford University Press. 

Mather, Mark, and Beth Jarosz. 2014. The Demography of Inequality in the United  

 States.  Population Reference Bureau.  Retrieved February 19, 2016 

 (http://www.prb.org/pdf14/united-states-inequality.pdf). 



112 

McDowell, Teresa, Shi-Ruei Fang, Iva Kosutic, and Julie Griggs. 2012. “Centering  

the Voices of International Students in Family Studies and Family Therapy 

Graduate Program.” Journal of Marital and Family Therapy 38 (1):332-

347. 

McMahon, Sarah. 2007. “Understanding Community Specific Rape Myths.  

Exploring Student Athlete Culture.” Journal of Women and Social Work 22 

(4): 357-370. 

Mendes, Elizabeth. 2010. “In U.S., Health Disparities Across Income are Wide- 

Ranging.” Gallup, October 18, 2010. Retrieved June 24, 2016 

(http://www.gallup.com/poll/143696/health-disparities-across-

incomes-wide-ranging.aspx). 

Meyer, Pamela, Paula Yoon, and Rachel Kaufmann. 2013. CDC Health Disparities 

And Inequalities Report. U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. 

Washinton, DC: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Retrieved 

June 24, 2016 (http://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/pdf/other/su6203.pdf). 

Munhall, Patricia L. 2008. “Perception” Pp. 607-608 in The Sage Encyclopedia of 

 Qualitative Research Methods, edited by Lisa Given. Thousand Oaks, CA:  

 SAGE Publications, Inc. 

Mutai, Wairimu Wanjau. 2007. Perceptions of Current and Prospective Kenyan  

International Students on the Kenyan International Student Lifestyle in 

the United States.” PhD dissertation, Department of Counseling and 

Human Development Services, Kent State University, Ohio. 

 



113 

NAFSA. 2014. “The Economic Benefit of International Students.” Retrieved 

 September 28, 2015 (http://www.nafsa.org/_/file/_/eis2014/usa.pdf). 

National Coalition for the Homeless. 2009. “Mental Illness and Homelessness”.  

Retrieved June 24, 2016 

(http://www.nationalhomeless.org/factsheets/Mental_Illness.pdf). 

National Center for Children in Poverty. 2016. “Child Poverty.” Retrieved 

February 29,  2016(http://www.nccp.org/topics/childpoverty.html). 

National Partnership for Women and Families. 2016. “Fact Sheet. America’s  

Women and the Wage Gap”. Retrieved June 26, 2016 

(http://www.nationalpartnership.org/research-library/workplace-

fairness/fair-pay/americas-women-and-the-wage-gap.pdf). 

National Poverty Center. 2016. "Poverty in the United States." Retrieved  

 February 19,  2016 (http://www.npc.umich.edu/poverty/). 

National Sexual Violence Resource Center. 2013. “Sexual Violence & The  

Workplace. Overview.” Retrieved June 27, 2016 

(http://www.nsvrc.org/sites/default/files/publications_nsvrc_overview_

sexual-violence-workplace.pdf).  

Neuman, Lawrence. 2014. Social Research Methods: Qualitative and Quantitative  

 Approaches. 7th ed. Harlow, UK: Pearson Education Limited. 

OECD. 2014. “OECD Health Statistics 2014. How does the United States  

Compare?” Retrieved June 24, 2016 

(http://www.oecd.org/unitedstates/Briefing-Note-UNITED-STATES-

2014.pdf). 



114 

OECD. 2011. "An Overview of Growing Income Inequalities in OECD Countries: 

 Main Findings." Retrieved February 19, 2016  

(http://www.oecd.org/els/soc/49499779.pdf). 

Oliver, M.N. 2009. “Racial Health Inequalities in the USA: The Role of Social  

 Class.” Public Health 122 (2): 1440-1442. 

Ortactepe, Deniz. 2013. “’This is Called Free-Falling Theory not Culture Shock!’ A  

Narrative Inquiry on Second Language Socialization.” Journal of Language, 

Identity and Education 12:215-229. 

Owens, Deborah, Prashant Srivastasa, and Aniqa Feerasta. 2011. “Viewing  

International Students as State Stimulus Potential: Current Perceptions 

and Future Possibilities.” Journal of Marketing for Higher Education 21 

(2):157-179. 

Pager, Devah, and Hana Shepherd. 2008. “The Sociology of Discrimination: Racial 

Discrimination in Employment, Housing, Credit, and Consumer Markets.” 

Annual Review of Sociology 34: 181-209. 

Perullo, Alex. 2014. "The Rise of Rights and Nonprofit Organizations in East 

African Societies." Pp. 206-28 in Framing the Global: Entry Points for 

Research, edited by Hilary E. Kahn. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University 

Press. 

Pew Research Center. 2008. “Inside the Middle Class: Bad Times Hit the Good 

Life.” Retrieved October 4, 2015 

(http://pewsocialtrends.org/files/2010/10/MC-Middle-class-

report1.pdf). 



115 

Phelan, Jo, Bruce Link, and Parisa Tehranifar. 2010. “Social Conditions and  

Fundamental Causes of Health Inequalities.” Journal of Health and Social 

Behavior 51: S28-S40.  

Piketty, Thomas. Capital in the Twenty-First Century. Cambridge. MA: Harvard  

 University Press. 

Postman, Leo, Jerome Bruner, and Elliott McGinnies. 1948. ”Personal Values as 

Selective Factors in Perception.” The Journal of Abnormal and Social 

Psychology 43(2): 142-154.  

Priester, Marc, Aaron Mendelson, Sarah Anderson, and Sam Pizzigati. 2016.  

“Inequality.org. Data and Chart Pack.” Institute for Policy Studies. 

Washington, DC. Retrieved June 24, 2016 

(http://inequality.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/Data-and-Chart-

Pack-2016.pdf).  

Raskin, Jonathan. 2002. “Constructivism in Psychology. Personal Construct  

Psychology, Radical Constructivism, and Social Constructivism in 

Psychology.” Pp. 1-25 in Studies in Meaning: -Exploring Constructivist 

Psychology, edited by J.D. Raskin and S.K. Bridges. New York, NY: Pace 

University Press.  

Rawjee, Roopa. 2010. “’English is the Vehicle to Communicate!’ International  

Graduate Students' Perceptions of the Connection between Language 

Proficiency and Academic Success.” EdD dissertation, Department of 

Educational Leadership, California Lutheran University, Thousand Oaks.  

 



116 

Reid, T.R. 2009. The Healing of America: A Global Quest for Better, Cheaper, and  

 Fairer Health Care. New York, NY. Penguin Group:  

Rice, Kenneth, Chun-Chung Choi, Yanmei Zhang, Yanina Ines Morero, and Debra 

 Anderson. 2012. “Self-Critical Perfectionism, Acculturative Stress, and 

Depression among International Students.“ The Counseling Psychologist 

40 (4): 575-600. 

Robinson, William. 2007. ”Theories of Globalization.” Pp. 125-143 in The 

Blackwell Companion to Globalization, edited by George Ritzer. Malden, 

MA: Blackwell.  

Rong, Lan Xue, and Paul Fitchett. 2008. “Socialization and Identity  

Transformation of Black Immigrant Youth in the United States”. Theory 

Into Practice 47: 35-42.  

Ryan, Michael. 2005. “Stratification.” Pp. 798-799 in Encyclopedia of Sociological 

 Theory, edited by George Ritzer. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Sampson, Robert, and Stephen Raudenbusch. 2004. “Seeing Disorder:  

Neighborhood Stigma and the Social Construction of ‘Broken Windows’.” 

Social Psychology Quarterly 67 (4): 319-342. 

Savin-Baden, Maggi, and Claire Howell Major. 2013. Qualitative Research: The 

 Essential Guide to Theory and Practice. Oxon, UK: Routledge. 

Sharma, Aradhana. 2006. "Introduction: Rethinking Theories of the State in an  

Age of Globalization." Pp. 1-41 in The Anthropology of the State: A Reader, 

edited by Aradhana Sharma and Akhil Gupta. Malden, MA: Blackwell.  

 



117 

Schiller, Herbert. 1993. “Transnational Media: Creating Consumers Worldwide.”  

 Journal of International Affairs 47 (1): 47-58. 

 Shelton, Jason, and Anthony Greene. 2012. “Get Up, Get Out, and Git Sumthin’:  

How Race and Class Influence African American’s Attitudes about 

Inequality.” American Behavioral Scientist 56 (11): 1481-1508. 

Shrivastava, Paul, and Olga Ivanova. 2015. "Inequality, Corporate Legitimacy and 

 the Occupy Wall Street Movement." human relations 68 (7): 1209-1231.  

Silvey, Rachel. 2010. "Envisioning Justice: The Politics and Possibilities of  

Transnational Feminist Film." Pp. 192-205 in Critical Transnational 

Feminist Praxis, edited by Amanda Lock and Richa Nagar Swarr. New 

York, NY: State University of New York Press. 

Smith, Jessica and Carla Medalia. 2015. “Health Insurance Coverage in the United  

States: 2014.” United States Census Bureau. Retrieved June 24, 2016 

(https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/20

15/demo/p60-253.pdf).  

Smith, Rachel, and Nigar Khawaja. 2012. “A Review of the Acculturation 

Experiences of International Students.” International Journal of  

Intercultural Relations 35: 699-713. 

Solnit. 2014. Men Explain Things to Me. Chicago, IL: Haymarket Books. 

Sullivan, Christopher, and Susan Kashubeck-West. 2015. “The Interplay of 

International Students’ Acculturative Stress, Social Support, and 

Acculturation Modes.” Journal of International Students 5 (1): 1-11. 

 



118 

The Leadership Conference. 2011. “Restoring a National Consensus: The Need to  

End Racial Profiling in America.” Retrieved June 26, 2016 

(http://www.civilrights.org/publications/reports/racial-

profiling2011/racial_profiling2011.pdf).  

Thomas, Alexander R. 1998. “Ronald Reagan and the Commitment of the  

Mentally Ill: Capital, Interest Groups, and the Eclipse of Social Policy.” 

Electronic Journal of Sociology.   

Urban, Ewa. 2012. “Value of U.S. Higher Education for International Students in  

the Context of Higher Education Internalization.” PhD dissertation, 

Department of Educational Leadership, Research and Technology, 

Western Michigan University. 

U.S. Census Bureau. 2016. “Quick Facts United States.” Retrieved June 26, 2016  

 (https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/table/RHI125215/00).  

U.S. Census Bureau. 2015. “21.3 Percent of U.S. Population Participates in 

Government Assistance Programs Each Month.” Retrieved September 27, 

2015 (https:www.census.gov/newsroom/press-releases/2015/cb15-

97.html). 

U.S. Census Bureau. 2014. “2014 Highlights.” Retrieved September 27, 2015  

(http://www.census.gov/hhes/www/poverty/about/overview/index.hth

t).  

 

 

 



119 

U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics. 2015. “Labor Force Characteristics by Race and  

Ethnicity, 2014.” Retrieved June 26, 2016 

(http://www.bls.gov/opub/reports/race-and-ethnicity/archive/labor-

force-characteristics-by-race-and-ethnicity-2014.pdf).  

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. 2011. “National Healthcare  

Disparities Report 2011.” Retrieved June 24, 2016 

(http://archive.ahrq.gov/research/findings/nhqrdr/nhdr11/nhdr11.pdf) 

U.S. Department of Labor. 2016. “Latest Annual Data. Women of Working Age.”  

Retrieved June 26, 2016 

(https://www.dol.gov/wb/stats/latest_annual_data.htm#labor).  

UN Department of Public Information. 2011. “Violence Against Women.”  

Retrieved June 27, 2016 

(http://www.un.org/en/women/endviolence/pdf/pressmaterials/unite_

the_situation_en.pdf).  

Wakefield, Sara and Christopher Uggen. 2010. “Incarceration and Stratification.”  

 Annual Review of Sociology 36: 387–406. 

Walsh-Russo. 2014. “Diffusion of Protest.” Sociology Compass 8 (1): 31-42. 

Wang, Ming-Hung, Chan, Fong, Thomas, Kenneth, and Shih-Hsun Lin. 1997.  

“Coping Style and Personal Responsibility as Factors in the Perception of 

Individuals with Physical Disabilities by Chinese International Student.” 

Rehabilitation Psychology 42 (4): 303-316. 

Western, Bruce. 2006. Punishment and Inequality in America. New York, NY: The  

 Russell Sage Foundation. 



120 

Williams, Robin M. 1970. American Society - a Sociological Interpretation. New 

 York, NY: Alfred a. Knopf, Inc. 

Wright, Erik Olin. 2005. “Social Class.” Pp. 717-723 in Encyclopedia of Sociological 

  Theory, edited by George Ritzer. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Xie, Baohzen. 2007. “Chinese International Students’ Perceptions and Attitudes 

Towards Seeking Psychological Counseling Services: A Qualitative 

Exploration.” PhD dissertation, Department of Educational Psychology, 

University of Minnesota, Minneapolis. 

Yamada, Yukari, Miroslav Klugar, Katerina Ivanova, and Ivana Oborna. 2014.  

“Psychological Distress and Academic Self-Perception among 

International Medical Students: the Role of Peer Social Support.” BMC 

Medical Education 14:256. 

Yang, Philip. 2000. Ethnic Studies. Issues and Approaches. Albany, New York: State  

 University of New York Press.  

Zhang, Meng. 2012. “A Chinese Beauty Story: How College Women in China  

Negotiate Beauty, Body Image, and Mass Media.” Chinese Journal of 

Communication 5 (4): 437-454. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



121 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX A 

Interview Questions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



122 

Semi-Structured Interview Script 

Background Questions 

- Are you an undergraduate or a graduate student? What year in school is this for 
you? What is your major? 

- How old are you? 
- I know that you are an international student. Where did you grow up? 
- When did you arrive in the U.S.? 
 Did you visit before moving here? 
 What made you decide to come to the U.S. to study? 
 

Social Inequality in the U.S. 

- Have you heard of the term social inequality? What does it mean to you? (If 
participants have not heard of the term, give them definition)   
 (A situation in which valued resources and desired outcomes (such as college 
 education, long life, income, etc.) are distributed in a way that people have 
 unequal amounts and unequal access to them).  

- Who do you think is affected by social inequality? 
- How does social inequality look in your home country? 
- How do you think social inequality looks like in the U.S.? 
- Did you think social inequality existed in the U.S. before you came here? 
- Have you encountered any types of social inequality in the U.S.? 

 

Gender Inequality 

- How would you connect social inequality and gender? 
- Have you heard of gender inequalities in the U.S.? 
- Do you think women face social inequalities in the U.S.? 
- If so, did you think women face social inequalities in the U.S. before you came here? 

Why/Why not? 
- Did you experiences in the U.S. change your opinion about gender inequality? If so, 

how so? 
 

Racial Inequality  

- Have you heard of the term racial inequality? 
- How would you connect race and social inequality?  
- Have you heard about racial inequalities in the U.S.? From where? 
- What did you think about racial inequality before coming to the U.S.? 
- Did you think racial minorities in the U.S. face social inequalities? If so, what kinds? 
- Did your experience any kinds of racial inequalities in the U.S.? 
- Has your opinion about racial inequalities in the U.S. changed after you moved here? 
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Social Class Inequality 

- Have you heard of the word social class?     
 (Definition: A division of a society based on social and economic status) 

- What does social class mean to you? 
- How would you connect social class with social inequality? 
- How did you think about social class before coming to the U.S.? 
- Did you observe class inequalities in the U.S.? 
- Did your experiences in the U.S. change your opinion about social class? If so, how 

so? 
-  

Cross-Cultural Questions 

- What do you like most about the U.S.? 
- What do you dislike most about the U.S.? 
- What surprised you most about the U.S.? 
- What shocked you most about the U.S.? 
- How are opportunities for success different in your home country compared to the 

U.S.? 
- Have your experiences here changed the way you see inequality in the U.S.? 
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