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Abstract:

Each year, different countries around the world spend millions of dollars 
to sponsor thousands of international students to enroll in graduate programs 
in the United States. However, little is known as to whether, how, and under 
what conditions their scholarship status may influence their overall experiences. 
Drawing on a survey completed by international graduate students (N=107), the 
effect of government-sponsored scholarship programs on international graduate 
students’ overall experiences is discussed. The findings of this study revealed 
that government-sponsored scholarship students were less competent in their 
level of perceived English proficiency and face more challenges in their studies 
compared to non-scholarship students. This study informs both practitioners in 
international student services offices of U.S. universities and Turkey’s Ministry 
of National Education scholarship program to be better equipped with the know-
ledge of whether/how scholarship status can impact international graduate stu-
dents’ overall experiences.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Turkish international graduate students, English profi-
ciency, scholarship status
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BURS DURUMUNUN AMERİKA BİRLEŞİK 
DEVLETLERİ’NDEKİ ULUSLARARASI LİSANSÜSTÜ 

ÖĞRENCİLERİN DENEYİMLERİNE ETKİSİ

Öz: Her yıl, dünyanın farklı ülkeleri binlerce uluslararası öğrencinin Ameri-
ka Birleşik Devletleri’ndeki lisansüstü programlara kaydolmasına sponsor olmak 
için milyonlarca dolar harcıyor. Bununla birlikte, burs durumlarının genel dene-
yimlerini etkileyip etkileyemeyeceği, nasıl ve hangi koşullarda etkileyebileceği 
konusunda çok az şey bilinmektedir. Uluslararası lisansüstü öğrenciler tarafın-
dan tamamlanan bir anketten (N=107) yola çıkararak, devlet destekli burs prog-
ramlarının uluslararası lisansüstü öğrencilerin genel deneyimleri üzerindeki et-
kisi tartışılmaktadır. Bu çalışmanın bulguları, devlet destekli burslu öğrencilerin 
algılanan İngilizce yeterlilik düzeylerinde daha az yetkin olduklarını ve burslu 
olmayan öğrencilere kıyasla çalışmalarında daha fazla zorlukla karşılaştıklarını 
ortaya koydu. Bu çalışma, hem ABD üniversitelerinin uluslararası öğrenci hiz-
metleri ofislerindeki uygulayıcıları hem de Türkiye Milli Eğitim Bakanlığı burs 
programını, burs durumunun uluslararası lisansüstü öğrencilerin genel dene-
yimlerini etkileyip etkileyemeyeceği/nasıl etkileyebileceği konusunda daha iyi 
donanımlı olmaları konusunda bilgilendirmektedir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Türk uluslararası lisansüstü öğrencileri, İngilizce yeter-
lik, burs durumu

Introduction

A report by the Institute of International Education (2015) found that 74% of pros-
pective international students worldwide reported the U.S. as their top choice of 
country in which to pursue their studies. The majority of these students showed a 
more positive view of studying in the U.S. than in other countries because of several 
reasons such as opportunities in many different fields that are oftentimes not afforded 
in their home countries, a wide range of schools and programs, and high quality hig-
her education system (IIE, 2015; IIE, 2019). Although the pandemic has contributed to 
a decrease in international student enrollment at American colleges and universities 
recently (Dennis, 2020), the number of international in the United States set an all-time 
high in the 2018-2019 academic year (Institute of International Education, 2019). Given 
the increasing participation and attainment of international students in higher educa-
tion in the U.S., the unique nature of the experiences and challenges of international 
students in graduate programs in the U.S. are particularly worthy of investigation and 
better understanding. 
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Despite the numerous challenges associated with leaving the home country and 
cross-cultural transitions (Lee, 2013), many international graduate students enroll in 
graduate programs in the United States each year (Council of Graduate Schools, 2018). 
International graduate students’ experiences have been studied extensively (Click, 
2018; Burkholder, 2014; Ku, Lahman, Yeh & Cheng, 2008; Kuo, 2011; Lee, 2013; Zhai, 
2002), but the literature on how their scholarship status can impact their experiences 
is limited. It is important to highlight that scholarship students make up a sizable 
portion of the international graduate student body in the United States. These sponso-
red students are frequently those students who receive a scholarship from their home 
government. Interestingly, the level of motivation to adapt to American culture can be 
low among these students because of the intention of returning to their home country 
(Sumer, 2009). This study examines whether scholarship students and non-scholarship 
students differ in their levels of perceived English proficiency and perceived challen-
ges faced.

It is important to understand that being a government-sponsored scholarship stu-
dent can be a very stressful experience because of the requirement and context of the 
scholarship program (Arbona, Bullington & Pisecco, 2001; Karayigit & Joseph, 2020). 
For example, while the required period to complete a doctoral degree is four years, 
some doctoral programs require a significantly longer degree process. Many doctoral 
students have failed to complete their program within four years due to having signi-
ficantly more demands placed on them than ever before. Therefore, being an interna-
tional graduate student in the U.S. might be highly challenging and complex due to 
government-sponsored scholarship programs’ requirements.

As a subgroup of the international student population, Turkish international gra-
duate students are typically not an exception in the concept of facing unique challen-
ges (Gertzog, 2011; Karayigit & Joseph, 2020; Tatar, 2005; Turan, 2012). In her study 
with Turkish graduate students in social sciences, Turan (2012) found that the langu-
age barrier is one of the major issues Turkish graduate students face in their studies. 
Similarly, another study examined the experience of six Turkish international graduate 
students at a Midwestern U.S. university and found that the language barrier is one 
of the most common issues the participants face in the U.S. (Burkholder, 2014). In this 
study, some participants reported that their class preparation is five times more than a 
native speaker’s class preparation time because of language challenges. 

Previous studies also focused on Turkish international scholarship students’ deci-
sion to home country after completing their studies (Güngör & Tansel, 2008; Karayigit 
& Joseph, 2020; Kurtuluş, 1999; Tansel & Güngör, 2003; Tuzcu, 2003). For example, in 
a recent study, more than half of Turkish graduate students indicated they intended to 
return to their home countries upon graduation (Karayigit & Joseph, 2020). While Tur-
key’s Ministry of Education has sponsored many students to pursue graduate studies 
in U.S. universities (see Celik, 2012), students have to come back to fulfill an obligatory 
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service equal to twice they have spent abroad. In order to avoid losing their scho-
larship status and paying compensation to their government, government-sponsored 
scholarship students are also required to complete their master’s or doctoral degree in 
a restricted period. Previous studies show that Turkish scholarship students studying 
in the U.S. are found to experience more adjustment problems because of the pressure 
to be successful and not to lose their scholarship (Arbona, Bullington & Pisecco, 2001). 
Therefore, a better understanding of the impact of scholarship status on international 
graduate students’ perceived English proficiency and the level of perceived challenges 
is also warranted. 

To these ends, the present study addresses the following two research questions: 
(a) among international graduate students, are there differences between scholarship 
and non-scholarship students in their levels of perceived English proficiency and per-
ceived challenges faced? And (b) among Turkish international graduate students, are 
there differences between scholarship and non-scholarship students in their levels of 
perceived English proficiency and perceived challenges faced?

Method

This study employs a descriptive research method intended to examine differen-
ces between scholarship and non-scholarship students. The population for this study 
was international graduate students currently enrolled in U.S. universities. Data were 
collected via online surveys with graduate students who were enrolled in masters and 
doctoral level programs at universities in the U.S. Potential participants were contac-
ted by forwarding the survey link through selected online listserv (e.g., CESNET) and 
sent an email to the personal list of contacts who meet the study criteria. This latter 
approach also involved convenient sampling, through including participants who are 
easy to reach. Demographic information such as gender, country of origin, their per-
ception of their English proficiency level, their perceptions of the challenges they face 
in their studies, and scholarship status was requested.

Sample

To address the research questions that pertain to different subgroups of types of 
international graduate students, the researcher aimed to have participants from two 
broad groups: scholarship students and non-scholarship students. Within the group of 
international graduate students, subsamples of Turkish and non-Turkish students, as 
well as scholarship and non-scholarship students, were obtained. The present study 
included a sample of N=107 international graduate students enrolled in higher educa-
tional institutions from across the United States. The sample was 63% male, with 50% 
identified as a government-sponsored scholarship student. Participants anonymously 
completed an online survey comprising a demographic questionnaire, including the 
question “Are you sponsored by your home government?” (with response options of 
“Yes, I am a scholarship student by my government” and “No, I am not a scholarship 
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student by my government”). As shown in Table 1, 53 participants were sponsored 
by their home government, and 54 students were not sponsored by their home gover-
nment. Participants were also asked to rate their perception of their level of English 
proficiency and the challenges they face in their studies on a scale of 1 to 5. While 1 
represented very low proficiency and very little challenge (respectively), 5 represented 
very high proficiency and too much challenge (respectively). 

Table 1. Demographic data of the population

Value Frequency Percent

Participants by Scholarship Status
                       Scholarship
                       Non-Scholarship

53
54

49.5
50.5

Participants by Gender *

                       Male
                       Female

67
39

63.2
36.8

Turkish International Graduate Students

                      Scholarship  38 59.4

                      Non-Scholarship 26 40.6

Total 107  100.0

*One participant did not identify his/her gender

For this research, permission was obtained from the Institutional Review Board 
of the ethics committee of Duquesne University, Pittsburgh, PA, under the rules for 
expedited review (Protocol #2016/02/13).

Data Analysis

The results were analyzed with SPSS (version 24). Frequencies and t-tests were 
utilized. Specifically, a series of independent sample t-tests were conducted to examine 
research questions one and two. First, an independent t-test was conducted to assess 
if the level of English proficiency and challenges faced differ between scholarship and 
non-scholarship international graduate students. Another independent t-test was used 
to determine whether there was a significant difference in English proficiency and 
challenges faced between Turkish scholarship students and non-scholarship students.

Results

Participants were asked to rate their perception of their English proficiency and 
their perception of challenges faced in their graduate studies (using a scale from 1=not 
at all proficient to 5=extremely proficient). Independent sample t-tests were conducted 
to examine differences in levels of English proficiency and challenges faced as a func-
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tion of current scholarship status (sponsored by the home government or not) among 
international graduate students. Scholarship graduate students (M = 3.57, SD = 0.66) 
were significantly lower in their mean level of perceived English proficiency than 
non-scholarship graduate students (M = 4.04, SD = 0.77), t(105) = -3.367, p = 0.00. On 
the other hand, the difference between scholarship international graduate students 
and non-scholarship international graduates appeared to be marginally significant in 
their levels of perceived challenges faced (t(104) = 1.897, p = 0.06). Further, the effect 
size for the level of perceived English proficiency and level of perceived challenges 
faced were at d = .66 and d = .37, which are considered a medium effect size using Co-
hen’s (1988) criteria. Overall, findings revealed non-scholarship international students 
had a higher level of perceived English proficiency and a lower level of challenges than 
scholarship students.

Table 2. T-Test

 
Scholarship 

Status N M SD SEM t df p

English Proficiency Yes 53 3.57 0.665 0.091 -3.367 105 0.00

No 54 4.04 0.776 0.106

Challenges Faced Yes 53 3.34 0.758 0.104 1.897 104 0.06

No 53 3.04 0.876 0.120

Finally, to examine research question two, independent sample t-tests were con-
ducted to examine differences in levels of English proficiency and challenges faced 
as a function of current scholarship status (sponsored by the home government or 
not) among Turkish international graduate students. Turkish scholarship graduate 
students (M = 3.58, SD = 0.68) were significantly lower in their mean level of perceived 
English proficiency than Turkish non-scholarship graduate students (M = 4.00, SD = 
0.75), t(62) = -2.330, p = 0.02. On the other hand, the difference between Turkish scho-
larship international graduate students and Turkish non-scholarship international gra-
duates appeared to be marginally significant in their levels of perceived challenges 
faced (t(62) = 1.742, p = 0.08). Further, the effect size for the level of perceived English 
proficiency and level of perceived challenges faced were at d = .59 and d = .43, which 
are considered a medium effect size using Cohen’s (1988) criteria.
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Table 3. T-Test

  Turkish Students N M SD SEM t df p

English Proficiency Scholarship 38 3.58 0.683 0.111 -2.330 62 0.02

Non-Scholarship 26 4.00 0.748 0.147

Challenges Faced Scholarship 38 3.39 0.755 0.122 1.742 62 0.08

Non-Scholarship 26 3.04 0.871 0.171

Discussion, Conclusion, and Future Directions

This article was one of the few studies that examine the differences between scho-
larship and non-scholarship international graduate students in their levels of English 
proficiency and challenges faced. Scholarship international graduate students are usu-
ally expected to face fewer challenges (e.g., reducing financial burden) and finding 
more energy and time to enhance their learning and focus on their studies. However, 
the notion that scholarship international graduate students were expected to have a 
higher level of English proficiency and lower level of challenges faced compared to 
non-scholarship international graduate students was not supported. Although scho-
larships can provide great benefits (e.g., reducing the financial burden, finding more 
energy/time to focus on studies rather than working part-time), these benefits are only 
one piece of a bigger puzzle that shapes the experiences of scholarship students. 

The major findings of this study are that scholarship students were less compe-
tent in their level of perceived English proficiency than non-scholarship students, and 
scholarship students had a higher mean level of challenges compared to non-scho-
larship students. This finding is consistent with Sumer’s (2009) study that has shown 
that students who intend to return home country after graduation may have a lower 
level of motivation to adapt to American culture, which might affect their level of per-
ceived challenges and perceived English proficiency. In other words, since internatio-
nal students’ motivation is significantly associated with their sociocultural adaptation 
(Sumer, 2009; Hsu, 2011), scholarship students have more tendency to go into survival 
mode (e.g., not to lose the scholarship, avoid failure), which possibly influence the qu-
ality of their overall experiences (e.g., English proficiency, challenges faced). These fin-
dings also support the assertion by Celik’s (2014) study that the effectiveness of gover-
nment-sponsored scholarship programs is questionable. Unfortunately, scholarship 
status does not seem to be promoting better outcomes because of fear of failure (e.g., 
lose scholarship status). However, scholarship programs should encourage students 
to challenge themselves to broaden their potential in their studies. This article sug-
gests that government-sponsored scholarship programs need to be well-structured to 
encourage students to move from simply surviving to thrive in their studies actively. 
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The current findings suggest the possibility that government-sponsored scholars-
hip students have some unique challenges and needs that are not oftentimes faced by 
non-scholarship international graduate students. The finding of this study is consis-
tent with Poyrazli, Arbona, Bullington & Pisecco’s (2001) study highlighting that scho-
larship students typically have stressful experiences because of the pressure to keep 
their scholarship status. This pressure may lead them to focus on surviving instead of 
thriving in their studies. More specifically, scholarship international graduate students 
are typically required to fulfill specific obligations (e.g., completing their education in 
a restricted period, paying compensation to their government in the event of failure), 
whereas non-scholarship students graduate students typically do not have such requ-
irements. The quality of experiences for students who have a requirement to complete 
their degree in a restricted period or under stress for fear of failure might be different 
from students who do not have such a requirement. Such requirements could have 
a negative impact on their overall experiences and lead to more stressful experien-
ces. Overall, their motivation and experiences could be negatively affected when they 
study out of fear of failure (Elliot & Murayama, 2008). 

While this article outlines the role and impact of scholarship status on internatio-
nal graduate students’ experiences, an in-depth analysis of the scholarship program’s 
effectiveness is necessary to provide a greater understanding of specific issues that are 
of particular concern to international graduate scholarship students’ experiences. Tur-
key’s Ministry of National Education study-abroad program can take further steps 
to ensure scholarship students are fully prepared for the rigor and demands of their 
studies and equipped with all the skills needed for their success and social integrati-
on in the new culture. While the most exceptional scholars are accepted to the stud-
y-abroad program (Celik, 2012), this program should consider having more rigorous 
language proficiency standards in accepting students into this program. However, the 
challenges scholarship students face should not be looked at solely in terms of English 
proficiency. Other factors such as signing an official contract pledging that they would 
return to Turkey after their education (Celik, 2012), being undecided about returning 
to one’s home country (Karayigit & Joseph, 2020), fear of finding themselves in an 
unproductive environment after returning country (Tansel & Gungor, 2002) should 
also be considered when evaluating the effectiveness of the study-abroad program. 
Overall, this study’s findings call for effective intervention programs, policies, and 
practices focused on intentionally preparing scholarship students for a smooth transi-
tion and successful educational experiences abroad.

The self-report nature of instruments was a major limitation because of possible 
response bias. For example, international graduate students were asked to rate their 
level of English proficiency and the perception of challenges faced in their studies. In 
this case, some participants may have altered their responses to appear more favorab-
le. According to Antin and Shaw (2012), survey self-reports can indicate a potential 
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presence of social desirability bias. Therefore, response bias, a threat to internal vali-
dity, could have been an issue for this study. Another potential limitation of this study 
is the researcher, a scholarship international graduate student in the U.S. Although the 
researcher made every attempt to maintain objectivity and not bring his own attitudes 
and values into the study, there may nonetheless have been inadvertent researcher 
bias. Also, it is possible that the knowledge of some of the participants that the researc-
her shared the characteristic of being an international student himself may have biased 
how they reported their data. This is because some participants may feel they want to 
respond to the survey to fulfill their role for the study’s success. One recommendation 
for future researchers would be to employ qualitative research designs to examine 
in more depth and, in their own words, graduate students’ overall experiences. For 
example, interview methods and open-ended questionnaires can allow respondents to 
provide more details in their responses.
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