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Aim: To describe the lived experiences of expatriate students enrolled in an 
academic institution in the UAE and explore suggested improvement strategies 
to address their challenges.

Background: Exploring the experiences of expatriate students is crucial for three 
main reasons. First, expatriate students play a key role in the UAE’s sustainable 
socio-economic development and diversification. Second, cultural differences 
among expatriate students raise personal, social, and academic challenges, 
including pedagogical issues concerning teaching and learning styles and 
effectiveness. Third, given the global importance of internationalization, 
expatriates’ experiences should be considered an issue of customer satisfaction.

Method: A descriptive, qualitative, narrative study using indirect Colaizzi content 
analysis of 23 expatriate students’ reflections on their experiences and suggested 
recommendations.

Results: The consistent themes cited by participants concerning their experiences 
centered on dormitory-study life balance, socialization and support networks, 
and navigating financial challenges. They identified areas for improvement in 
terms of professional, social, peer, and self-support.

Conclusion: Developing an effective support system is essential to ensure a 
smooth expatriate student experience. The study findings propose suggestions 
and recommendations that may help in future planning, including maximizing 
professional support, providing peer tutoring, boosting academic advising and 
consultation, encouraging student socialization, and guiding self-development 
as necessary.
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Highlights

 • First-year expatriate students commonly suffer loneliness 
and homesickness.

 • Educational internationalization mandates student 
customer satisfaction.

 • Effective support systems are essential to improve 
student experiences.

1 Introduction

UAE exhibits a rising trend of internationalization in its 
universities, which attract students and staff from across the globe. In 
recent years, it has been attracting an increasing number of expatriate 
students, aided by Emirati universities actively establishing 
partnerships and collaborations with higher educational institutions 
worldwide (Qiqieh and Regan, 2023; Tahir, 2023). Expatriate students 
can remain in UAE after graduation, and their expertise plays an 
important role in the growth of a competent workforce and being 
retained in the pool of local labor, increasing the attractiveness of the 
local economy for domestic and foreign investors (De Bel-Air, 2018). 
In this regard, exploring the experiences of expatriate students is 
crucial as a key dimension of academic/educational sector 
performance per se, and as an indicator of the macroeconomic 
performance of UAE in achieving economic diversification and 
sustainable development. Furthermore, exploring expatriate students’ 
experiences and recommendations offers direct insights into how 
educational services can be improved, pedagogically and in terms of 
the holistic personal and social experience offered by UAE institutions 
of learning (Qiqieh and Regan, 2023).

The experiences of expatriate students in Saudi Arabia often include 
blessings and challenges, functioning in a different educational system 
and cultural setting at a great distance from their families and current 
social support links (Alasmari, 2023; Horne et al., 2018). The UAE is a 
federal union of the eponymous “Emirates,” and it should be noted that 
students living in UAE moving from one constituent Emirate to another 
to study in a university share the same challenges as those from outside 
the UAE. Albeit these students are in a relatively more familiar 
environment (i.e., UAE), they still experience challenges in adapting to 
the university environment, missing their families and experiencing 
“considerable cultural dissonance” (Allan, 2003). Thus, for the purposes 
of this study, students who have moved to Sharjah specifically to study in 
a university, whether from other Emirates within UAE or from outside 
UAE, are considered to be expatriate students.

The transition to new academic and living environments, social 
networks and an increased amount of independence can be  very 
stressful. The first year in university is especially crucial, as those who 
struggle with the transition may fail in their studies and drop out. 
Similar common challenges are typically encountered and must 
be addressed by university service providers (including technology 
integration, in addition to student engagement into the academic and 
social experience). Universities have traditionally focused on academic 
challenges, and unfamiliar learning contexts and teaching styles, 
curriculum design, teacher characteristics (e.g., language or accent 
barriers), and the natural, inherent demands of tertiary education all 
contribute challenges for academic performance among first-year 
students (Deuchar, 2023). Aside from the academic dimension, 
students can encounter profound sorrow, as they have to depart from 

their family and friends to study remotely. Homesickness and 
loneliness are among the earliest emotional issues that are common 
especially among these students due to a lack of social support, which 
have been widely reported worldwide (Hack-Polay and Mahmoud, 
2021; Platanitis, 2018). Social support networks can assist in managing 
such emotional issues. Perceived social support refers to the belief that 
the surrounding environment offers assistance. This support can 
manifest in several forms: the availability of help when required, 
offering services as substitutes for traditional ones that expatriates may 
lack, or facilitating adaption to new life circumstances (King et al., 
2006; Leach, 2014).

According to Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory, an 
individual’s development is influenced by a series of interconnected 
environmental systems, ranging from immediate surroundings (e.g., 
family) to broad societal structures (e.g., culture). The theory has 
significant implications for educational practice and for understanding 
diverse developmental contexts. This emphasizes the importance of 
paying attention to expatriate students worldwide (Guy-Evans, 2024). 
Although some recent studies have tentatively begun to explore 
students’ transition experiences during studying in UAE (Mikecz 
Munday, 2021; Qiqieh and Regan, 2023), there is a paucity of analyses 
exploring their particular experiences regarding learning, 
accommodations, and cultural settings. The roles of the experiences 
of students with support services, health, and safety services are 
missing in the current literature. With this study, we hope to fill this 
void. This study provides valuable insights into the experiences and 
challenges of expatriate health sciences students at an Emirati 
university, contributing to expatriate studies by highlighting specific 
social, cultural, and academic adjustments. It underscores the need for 
tailored institutional support and informs policy decisions to enhance 
the global student experience. By identifying relevant patterns, the 
study contributes to discussions on student mobility and educational 
equity, advocating for inclusive educational environments that support 
diversity. Ultimately, it aims to shape international strategies for 
improving the academic and overall wellbeing of expatriate students, 
establishing a model for future research in diverse contexts. Therefore, 
this study aims to address these issues in the literature and poses two 
research questions: (RQ1) What are the experiences students have in 
adapting to the educational and socio-cultural environment at the 
university? and (RQ2) What type of support could be provided to 
facilitate students’ adjustment process to the educational and socio-
cultural environment of the university?

2 Materials and methods

2.1 Aim and objectives

The objective of this study is to describe the lived experiences of 
students enrolled in an academic institution in UAE. Specifically, 
we seek to explore suggested improvement strategies in dealing with 
students’ challenges.

2.2 Study design, setting, and participants

A qualitative approach is recommended to gather comprehensive 
details of an event. This study used a descriptive qualitative 
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phenomenological design (Colaizzi, 1978), which allowed us to obtain 
a deep understanding of the experiences of students at the University 
of Sharjah’s College of Health Sciences. We  also sought their 
suggestions for effective adjustment and improvements. The sample 
included the seven departments in the College. Health sciences 
students typically undergo extensive training hours and work irregular 
shifts, which differs significantly from those in programs with more 
predictable schedules. As a result, they often face greater conflict 
between their training commitments and family obligations, and they 
may also experience heightened stress levels (Fitzgibbon and Murphy, 
2023). Similarly, expatriates relocating from other Emirates often 
struggle to organize their weekend schedules to spend time with their 
families, often leading them to remain in dormitories for extended 
periods throughout the semester.

The participants in this study consisted of first-to-fourth-year 
students, aged 18–23, encompassing both genders and a diverse range 
of majors in health sciences and nationalities. These students are the 
children of expats (i.e., non-Emiratis who finished high school in UAE 
and then went to university there or from outside UAE). Selection 
criteria for the study involved purposive sampling methods (Campbell 
et al., 2020). This strategy allowed the inclusion of a sample that was 
diverse in terms of age, gender, and different backgrounds.

A list of students was prepared, and recruitment was managed via 
emails that were sent to the students. All responses were collected by 
the research team. Data saturation occurred after analyzing 
information gathered from 23 students, as their responses consistently 
yielded similar findings. Consequently, it became clear that including 
more participants would not yield novel insights, data and new themes.

2.3 Data collection

In-depth interviews were used to collect participants’ experiences. 
Data were collected during the Spring semester for the academic year 
2023/2024. Participants completed semi-structured individual 
interviews that were developed by the authors and conducted by 
trained data collectors. The interviews lasted around 30 min and were 
held face-to-face, in English (the medium of instruction and an 
academic requirement for all healthcare programs in UAE). Table 1 
presents the sequence of interview questions. All interviewers received 
training (12 h) on how to interpret and deliver the interview guide to 
elicit consistent information across all interviews. We used individual 
interviews to provide privacy and ensure confidentiality for 
participants, thereby allowing them to talk freely about their 
experiences, challenges, expectations and suggested recommendations 
to be considered in the future. All interviews were audio recorded, and 
important points and nonverbal cues (i.e., laughter, silence, tone of 
voice, eye contact, sighs) were immediately transcribed using 
field notes.

2.4 Data analysis

Data were analyzed using the method of Colaizzi (1978) (Table 2), 
which is a rigorous and robust approach that ensures the credibility 
and reliability of results. This method allows researchers to identify 
emerging themes and their relationships clearly and logically, 
revealing the structure of the experience under study. It has been 

widely used to explore the pedagogical experiences of healthcare 
students (Yao et  al., 2024). In this research, the experiences and 
recommendations of students were analyzed. Analysis began by 
interpreting each statement in terms of its significance to participants’ 
experiences.

Narratives were reviewed multiple times to understand the 
underlying phenomenon. Horizontalization was employed to give 
equal weight to each statement, grouping similar statements into 
theme clusters. These clusters were synthesized into detailed 
descriptions that captured the richness of the themes. A structured 
description of the experience was developed through iterative analysis, 
ensuring authenticity through continuous review and reflection by the 
research team on interview transcripts and resulting themes. The 
categorization matrix underwent revisions through team discussions 
to refine descriptions and achieve consensus among authors. A draft 
of the findings was shared with expatriates students for validation 
before finalizing the report.

2.5 Rigor

To ensure the trustworthiness of the study findings, four 
methodological aspects were considered in this study: credibility, 
transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Forero et al., 2018). 
Credibility was ensured by involving students of all genders, with 
different backgrounds, academic levels and varied qualifications from 
different majors. In addition, piloting was done by asking a few 
participants to check their interview transcripts to ensure that their 
intended meaning had been captured and revealing how cultural 
norms, values, and experiences influence the researcher’s interactions 
with participants and their interpretations. In terms of transferability, 
the research was fully explained in the study report and all study 
stages, including study context, sampling method, and data collection, 

TABLE 1 Semi-structured interview guide.

1. Can you describe your experiences with social support during your studies as an 

expatriate health sciences student?

2. In what ways has perceived social support from family, friends, and significant 

others affected your motivation and wellbeing as a health sciences student abroad?

3. What challenges and issues did you face being far away from home/or being an 

expatriate health sciences student?

4. What coping mechanisms or strategies have you developed or adopted to 

navigate the stressors associated with expatriate student life?

5. Can you reflect on any personal growth or changes in your coping abilities, 

self-control and the reliance on social support during your academic life as 

student?

6. How have perceived social support and coping measures contributed to your 

resilience in facing challenges as an expatriate health sciences student?

7. What advice would you give to other expatriate health sciences students who are 

seeking to improve their self-control abilities and social support for a successful 

academic and personal experience abroad?

8. What recommendations/intervention would you suggest to the top management 

like a peer support consultations or groups? Do you think it would be beneficial?

All questions were developed in the English language by the authors and were answered by 
expatriate health sciences students who are fluent in the English language as per their 
academic program requirements.
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were recorded to enable scrutiny by readers. We developed a detailed 
track record of the data collection process and implemented reflexive 
journals and weekly investigators meetings to dependability and 
confirmability. To ensure reflexivity, the research team, who were 
familiar with qualitative research methodology, was engaged during 
the research process to discuss the methodology and findings and 
identify any potential biases that might have been overlooked.

2.6 Ethical considerations

The Research Ethics Committee (REC-23-12-10-01-S) of the 
University of Sharjah gave its approval prior to the study’s execution. 
All interviews were anonymized, and a code number was assigned to 
each participant. The principal investigator encoded the identities of 
the participants as “S” with the number assigned to interviewed 
students. All recorded interviews were downloaded onto a private 
password-protected computer at the main researcher’s office. The 
content of all interviews (e.g., audios and transcriptions) were only 
accessible to the researchers. Participants were free to join or leave the 
study at any time without any consequences to avoid the effect of 
power imbalance that might exist between researchers and students. 
They got the chance to ask questions and were provided with 
confidentiality assurances to avoid any misunderstandings resulted 
from culture differences. Before participating, each student was asked 
to sign a consent form. The researchers ensured that ethical issues 
including plagiarism, uninformed consent, misconduct, data 
manipulation, and redundancy were handled appropriately.

3 Results

In total, 23 expatriate health sciences students (8 males, 15 
females) aged 18–23 years participated in this study from different 

nationalities. Verbatim transcripts of the interviews provided the data 
from which the essence of the experience emerged. Themes were 
constructed by highlighting words and statements that were common 
to the interviews and essential in their meaning. This essence is 
encompassed in two main themes: “experiences of expatriate health 
sciences students” and “recommendations from students’ perspectives 
to improve their experiences.” Understanding these dynamics is 
crucial for enhancing student wellbeing and academic success in 
similar educational environments.

3.1 Experiences of expatriate health 
sciences students

The vivid nature of the experiences and the mix of feelings became 
apparent in the students’ stories of being independent and in a new 
culture and university setting. The most persistent theme which 
students imparted was the challenges they faced initially and how they 
could overcome them. These experiences mainly focused on university 
dormitory-study life balance, socialization and support network, 
financial challenges, and looking to fit in, as described below.

3.1.1 Dormitory-study life balance
Living in university dormitory s can be an adventure filled with 

new experiences and opportunities for personal growth, but it also 
comes with its fair share of challenges. From navigating communal 
living to their managing academic responsibilities amidst distractions, 
university dormitory life presents a unique set of challenges. Living in 
university dormitory requires students to manage responsibilities 
independently, for example, academics, chores, and other 
household burdens.

“The study here is a little bit expensive, and it feels very creepy to 
be alone all the time”. (S1)

This newfound autonomy fosters personal growth but presents 
challenges like time conflicts and balancing personal life with studies.

“Cooking wasn’t that easy; when you come back, you’re tired and 
hungry, which also adds some mental stress”. (S5)

The interconnected commitments and roles of being a university 
student and living alone required significant time and energy from the 
students, and some complained about being tired and confused.

“I feel tired… the tasks are really many, I get lost among my new 
role”. (S2)

There was further pressure reported during the initial transition into 
university, when students described the difficulty as they found gaps in 
their academic skills. This would hinder their academic progress. S9 
reflected upon the moments of uncertainty related to their academic 
requirements. Examples include writing papers, gaining sufficient 
computer skills, and meeting faculty expectations. Students felt they were 
not ready for the demanding pace and extensive reading requirements.

“Since the intensity is constant, I believe the initial year is likely 
the most challenging, as one adjusts to everything”. (S9)

TABLE 2 Data analysis was conducted following Colaizzi’s (1978) method.

Step Description

1 All authors independently read transcribed interviews of expatriate 

students three times for thorough immersion in the data.

2 (a) Individual statements of participants’ experiences were extracted.

(b) Statements of participants’ recommendations were also extracted.

3 Statements with similar terms were grouped and coded, resulting in 

the generation of themes. Data triangulation was achieved by 

including perspectives from different participant groups and 

involving several authors in the analysis.

4 Initial textured descriptions were sent to participants for their 

approval or feedback, with three out of 23 expatriate students 

providing minor amendments.

5 A pre-final structured description for each participant was generated 

by repeating the analysis method.

6 All authors consistently reflected on recordings, transcripts, and 

resulting themes to ensure originality.

7 Several debates among all authors led to modifications in the 

categorization template, removal of redundant descriptions, and 

agreement on the final draft.
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“I was challenged with the academic requirements… they are 
completely different from the school experience”. (S1)

“The multiple roles encountered, make me feel overwhelmed… 
despite being a senior student, I am still struggling with how to 
balance the dorms-study life”. (S3)

“I am satisfied with services provided by the dormitory s, for 
example, satisfactory serving of quality food, students’ club center, 
gym, library, high-speed internet and medical care. However, 
we have self-responsibility towards personal and academic matters 
that overwhelm our daily life”. (S18)

An Arabic student (S11) commented on the challenge of language 
barriers that can exacerbate the already existing academic pressure:

“We usually face some problems with the language in personal 
and academic life … in fact, the issue is that they might use a 
different English pronunciation”.

3.1.2 Socialization and support network
For some students, interacting with people coming from different 

backgrounds/cultures and adjusting to a new language while 
navigating communal living was considered overwhelming. 
Miscommunication due to language and cultural differences m 
exacerbate social isolation.

“Sometimes, I  have conflicts with people who hold different 
opinions because they feel that the meaning or value of what we're 
arguing about is more important to them than it is to me”. (S3)

Additionally, the intense academic environment of universities 
can heighten the pressure to excel academically, adding to the stress 
of adapting to dormitory life. Participants experienced studying in a 
new place, knowing nobody when they initially arrived, and in some 
cases not trusting strangers. While facing a myriad of academic issues, 
this time period was clouded with personal concerns and difficulties.

“Maybe I didn’t joke because I didn’t know them… trusting people 
and finding real friends”. (S11)

On the other hand, more experienced (senior) students recalled 
happier memories of good times.

“We created a myriad of memories with our classmates, however, 
at time of study and exam, it was hard to have entertainments”. (S4)

Most of students experienced depression, stress, nostalgia, 
loneliness, felt homesick and missed their families at various times 
during their first-year study. However, those who had a family 
member living with them or who had close friends experienced the 
symptoms less intense and fewer negative emotions.

“I initially struggled, due to being in an unfamiliar environment 
without friends or acquaintances from my previous circle”. (S1)

“When you don't have anyone to say anything to, you just feel lost, 
because there’s no one to either guide you or to listen to you”. (S6)

“I faced challenges in initiating social interactions and forming 
connections with my classmates. This struggle affected my ability 
to find a support network and contributed to feelings of loneliness 
and alienation during the early years in the program”. (S2)

A male student (non-Arab) raised an important issue in terms of 
social network and cultural background posing socialization 
challenges, especially in interactions with females.

“Cultural differences and social barriers within the university 
environment added some challenges to me, particularly in 
interacting with female peers and maintaining 
boundaries”. (S3)

3.1.3 Navigating financial challenges
Given that most of students had to rely on their parents or other 

family members for financial support, they could be predisposed to 
feel financial stress in regard to their financial requirements. Many 
students were worried about their financial situation.

“Sometimes I want to buy something, but because I usually have 
limited amount of money for living expenses, I couldn’t”. (S8)

“I get embarrassed every time I ask my father for extra money… 
I prefer to forego my needs rather than burden him with extra 
expenses”. (S7)

3.1.4 Looking to fit in
The consistent theme which students imparted was the challenges 

they experienced initially as they began their journey of loneliness, 
homesickness, and crossing cultures. However, these experiences were 
interwoven with feelings of independency and self-control. In this 
regard, senior students stated:

“Aside from the hard moments, I feel stronger right now than 
before”. (S18)

“I can face any other challenges that I might face… I feel like this 
has made me more independent and self-controlled”. (S20)

“I can deal with any potential fears and frustrations after I lived 
these experiences… I am ready to graduate, join a new working 
environment, travel abroad, and so on”. (S17)

3.2 Recommendations from students’ 
perspectives to improve their experiences

The content analysis revealed that students’ recommendations 
encompassed three dimensions: university (i.e., the professional 
sphere), peers, and self, capturing messages to facilitate students’ 
adjustment process. As the students lived a rich experience of 
expatriation, those fitting in offered suggestions for other 
expatriates. These messages enclosed advice, recommendations, 
and suggestions that might help in managing students’ stress or 
difficult emotions, maintaining their mental wellbeing, and 
enabling them to navigate challenges with resilience 
and adaptability.
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3.2.1 Professional support
Participants recommended that future students should get benefit 

from the services provided by the deanship of student affairs for both 
co-curricular and extra-curricular activities.

“The orientation sessions were crucial to lessen the confusion 
I  was felt… There are lots of useful activities on campus, for 
example, sports activities, events, and competitions in different 
fields”. (S21)

Another student drew attention to the language lab and 
recommended its services.

“When I struggled in language…. my academic advisor advised 
me to visit the language lab and check its services… I really got 
benefits that time”. (S12)

In addition to these recommendations, lot of students also 
emphasized the value of one-to-one consultation sessions with 
professionals in their respective fields. These consultations were 
regarded as essential opportunities to gain specialized insights, expert 
advice, and career guidance tailored to individual aspirations and 
academic pursuits. Students highlighted the unique advantage of 
interacting directly with professionals who could offer firsthand 
knowledge, industry-specific advice, and practical strategies for success.

“We need a person that can debrief and advise students that are 
going through different academic issues”. (S2)

The personalized nature of these consultations allowed students 
to address specific concerns, explore career pathways, and receive 
mentorship from professionals. Similarly, other students asked for 
personal consultations with professionals to enhance their adjustment 
process, either as expatriates or newly transferred undergraduates 
entering tertiary education. They expressed the strong need for 
initiating a students’ office and promoting continuous student-
professional communications.

“Sometimes I need to talk with a consultant… I mean… talking 
to someone who is professional and able to guide me”. (S11)

“Lots of issues, like self-esteem, self-control, social support, self-
efficacy… need to be strengthened… Of course, I need someone 
to give me a hand”. (S15)

“My parents are available all the time, we communicate regularly; 
however, there are some issues I prefer not to disclose, therefore, 
the presence of a special office that could meet our needs as 
expatriates is essential” (S13).

3.2.2 Social support
Students added that there are other ways to cope with challenges 

of expatriation, i.e., socialization and creating support network. Most 
of the students faced problems with their friendships due to 
miscommunication and cultural differences. In addition, existing in a 
new and unfamiliar place alone (i.e., separated from their original 
friends and family) pushed them to avoid steps toward socialization 
with their peers in the new environment. However, some senior 

students reflected that they made active efforts to form new friendships 
during the fresher period.

“Despite the negative feelings encountered by most of us initially 
(e.g., depression, loneliness, etc.) plus the fear of getting friend 
with bad people, we made efforts to find good colleagues and form 
friendships with trusted people”. (S23)

“When I  started developing more friendships, I  felt like they 
[friends] were at the same level of me, we shared similar thoughts 
and opinions. So, it was much better, as if there were physical 
friends around me”. (S22)

One of the strategies that helped the students to form good friends 
and get socialized were trips and events. Students underscored the 
significance of such informal bonding activities as avenues for fostering 
meaningful connections with fellow students. Engaging in group 
activities and outings provided opportunities for students to bond with 
their peers outside the academic setting, nurturing friendships and 
support networks that extended beyond the confines of the classroom.

“For me, I would request to do more activities in the university, 
such as doing more trips, playing more sports and so on”. (S9)

These activities ranged from outdoor excursions to cultural events 
and team-building exercises, allowing participants to unwind, 
socialize, and cultivate a sense of belonging within their academic 
community. Moreover, participants emphasized the importance of 
stepping out of their social circles and comfort zones to meet new 
people from diverse backgrounds and disciplines. By embracing 
opportunities for cross-disciplinary interaction and networking, 
participants expanded their perspectives, enriched their social 
experiences, and developed valuable interpersonal skills essential for 
their personal and professional growth.

Another message derived from the content analysis concerned the 
importance of communication. Students emphasized that 
communication plays a pivotal role in their experiences, facilitating 
their integration into new environments and fostering a sense of 
belonging. For them, effective communication with family, friends 
and colleagues is essential for building relationships, both within 
academic settings and the broader community.

“Communication with my colleagues and my classmates in major 
helps me to enlarge my social circle, and as a university student 
this has helped me a lot later on in my practical courses, to 
be involved with other professionals and healthcare providers”. (S4)

These proficient communication skills are vital for academic 
success, as they facilitate collaboration with peers, participation in 
class discussions, and understanding of course materials. On the other 
hand, many of students articulated that they did not get the chance to 
communicate with their families often during their early transition, 
because of numerous reasons, including time differences and the 
academic pressures they encountered.

“There’re time differences between my sister and I, time zone 
disparities create scheduling conflicts. Frequently, I  lose 
motivation, and grapple with difficulties throughout the day, and 
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there's no one for me to tell. So, it kind of brings me down a bit… 
and it did affect my grades at some points”. (S8)

3.2.3 Peer support
Most students enrolled in health science programs, expressed a 

strong preference for one-to-one consultation sessions (peer tutoring) 
with older or senior peers as a valuable resource.

“If we have someone older to give us advice, it will improve our 
academic progress, and all of these things… they could 
understand us easily”. (S1)

Additionally, students noted the benefit of receiving tailored 
guidance that resonated with their individual goals and circumstances, 
which they believed was best facilitated through these personalized 
interactions. In addition to one-to-one consultation session, group 
consultation sessions with peers from the same college emerged as 
another favored approach among students.

“So, I think it would be very nice to have like a peer group of 
people who they can relate to”. (S5)

These sessions provided a dynamic forum for collective problem-
solving, knowledge-sharing, and mutual support within a collaborative 
setting. Students valued the diversity of perspectives and experiences 
that group sessions offered, allowing for the exploration of different 
strategies and solutions to common challenges.

3.2.4 Self-support
Students reflected on the strategies they themselves had and 

continued to utilize in order to overcome the challenges they 
experienced. For example, some revealed the importance of time 
management, and how it was difficult to apply it in their first years. 
They mentioned how efficient time management allows students to 
balance their academic responsibilities with opportunities for cultural 
exploration and social integration. By prioritizing tasks, setting 
realistic goals, and establishing a structured schedule, students can 
maximize productivity and minimize stress. They attended related 
workshops in this regard to be able to effectively manage their time. 
They tried to allocate sufficient time for language learning, networking, 
and engaging in extracurricular activities, which are essential for 
personal growth and integration into the host community.

“One of my coping mechanisms I’ve used is the time management, 
I really struggled to imply it in my first few months of university, 
but it was beneficial where I always set a strict daily routine for 
myself, which helped me stay busy most of the time and to keep 
everything in check”. (S9)

In addition to attending workshops, seminars and seeking advice, 
students watched motivational videos to improve their resilience, self-
efficacy, and self-control. They believed that these strategies might 
empower them to make the most of their overseas experience and 
achieve both academic and personal success.

“I watched many videos, went a hundred times to my academic 
advisors, attended self-development workshops, and sought 
advice from seniors to be able to overcome this stage”. (S19)

4 Discussion

4.1 Main outcomes

UAE is among the leading global countries experiencing an 
increasing trend of internationalizing its universities, attracting 
students and staff from diverse nationalities worldwide. Consistent 
with this trend, the present study explored suggested improvement 
strategies in dealing with expatriate students’ challenges, deriving 
from the analysis of their lived experiences in UAE. This study used a 
qualitative phenomenological approach; 22 in-depth interviews were 
held with expatriate students. This approach allowed a deep 
understanding of their experiences, revealing strategies that can 
enhance future students’ experiences.

Our main findings were related to the “experiences of expatriate 
health sciences students,” specifically relating to university dormitory-
study life balance, socialization and support network, financial 
challenges and looking to fit. These were “must-hear” messages from 
experienced students’ perspectives to ensure smooth experiences for 
future students. Despite the students providing satisfactory feedback 
toward the dormitory s themselves, missing the home environment, 
meals, and comfort remained vital to those who lived in the dormitory. 
Therefore, in addition to the academic challenges they faced as new 
transferring students, they were challenged with keeping the balance 
between their dormitories and academic life. This experience was 
similar to findings reported from previous studied in the Gulf region 
(Alasmari, 2023; Qiqieh and Regan, 2023) and other expatriate 
learning contexts (Deuchar, 2022; Qadeer et  al., 2021; Tajvar 
et al., 2024).

In this regard, students recommended that their future colleagues 
should commit to the attendance of orientation sessions held by the 
university, join the language lab to improve their language skills, and 
interact with professionals (i.e., attending advising sessions held by 
academic advisors, and asking for peer tutoring). These consultations 
are crucial chances to receive specialized insights, expert guidance, 
and career advice customized to students’ personal aspirations and 
academic goals. Through establishing stability in their academic lives, 
students can manage their new personal lives more efficiently 
(Alasmari, 2023; DeLuca, 2005; Pološki Vokić et al., 2021).

This experience of imbalance could be an important contributor 
to students’ emotional challenges, which were triggered by their 
feelings of homesickness and loneliness, as reported in previous 
studies (Li et al., 2021; Zheng et al., 2023). However, to overcome these 
challenges, Alasmari (2023) suggested that students might form 
friendships with local residents, possibly due to the encouraging 
demeanor of colleagues, and university administrators.

In the present study, students agreed that social support offers 
opportunities for perspective-taking and problem-solving, as friends 
and loved ones may offer insights or solutions that individuals might 
not have considered on their own. By participating in various trips 
and events, they were able to manage feelings of loneliness. These 
nurturing social connections and fostering a supportive network can 
enhance coping abilities and contribute to overall wellbeing of the 
students. This finding supports previous studies in this regard (Li 
et al., 2021; Khawaja and Stallman, 2011). Moreover, communication 
with peers was revealed in the present study to be a way of empowering 
students to adapt successfully to new environments and thrive 
academically and socially, consistent with Oktavianti et al. (2024).
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In terms of financial matters, besides the tuition fees, there are 
expenses incurred by students. Despite, the services offered by the 
department of student affairs, i.e., good quality food, high-speed 
internet, library, medical care, and transportation services, students 
were still in need to some other expenses that might cause some 
financial stress, which is commonly reported worldwide (Mikecz 
Munday, 2021).

In terms of peer support, students showed a preference toward 
having regular peer tutoring sessions. These sessions were highlighted 
as instrumental in providing a personalized and supportive 
environment for discussing academic challenges, navigating career 
aspirations, and seeking advice on personal development (Arthur, 
2017; Chantaraphat and Jaturapitakkul, 2023). The intimate nature of 
these consultations fostered a sense of trust and comfort, allowing for 
open dialogue and the exchange of valuable insights. The University 
of Sharjah has initiated a peer tutoring system as one of the forms of 
academic support it offers to all students. The sense of camaraderie 
and solidarity fostered within peer support groups created a supportive 
community where students felt empowered to engage in meaningful 
discussions and receive feedback from their peers. Furthermore, 
group sessions also could facilitate the exchange of resources and 
practical tips, enhancing students’ learning experiences beyond the 
confines of traditional classroom settings (Page et al., 2019). Students 
considered that group consultation sessions would provide a rich and 
interactive platform for mutual learning and growth among peers. 
However, students preferred having private academic advisors 
meeting sessions. In addition to peer support, self-support played a 
significant role in the experience of students in higher education. 
Using proper measurement tools to evaluate the success of these 
proposed recommendations is crucial. For example, surveys, focus 
groups, interviews, and the utilization of existing institutional data 
tracking systems can help analyze trends in academic performance 
and student support needs. Additionally, collecting feedback from 
peer tutors can provide valuable insights. By combining these 
methods, universities can gain comprehensive insights into the 
effectiveness of their peer tutoring programs and support initiatives. 
To our knowledge, previous studies have not addressed this form of 
support (Alasmari, 2023; Deuchar, 2022; Zheng et al., 2023).

These recommendations are beneficial for all students, although 
expatriate students would particularly benefit from tailored solutions 
to their specific challenges. Consequently, the participants in this 
study expressed a strong need for the university to establish an 
expatriate students’ office that fosters ongoing communication 
between expatriate students and university professionals.

4.2 Limitations

While this research study was conducted on a small scale with 
gender imbalance, and its findings cannot be broadly applied, they 
may be  applicable to comparable settings within transnational 
universities in the region. Despite the study’s limitations, it identified 
several issues worthy of further exploration in future studies involving 
larger student populations with a more balanced sample could further 
explore gender differences. Moreover, the data in this study were 
exclusively used for qualitative analysis. Subsequent research into 
students’ adjustment to life and education in the UAE could consider 
employing mixed-methods or quantitative approaches. Integrating 

additional data sources, such as university records, peer observations, 
or secondary data and including participants from other universities 
within UAE, would enhance the reliability of the findings and provide 
a more robust validation of the results.

5 Conclusion

As higher education in the Gulf region becomes more 
globalized, it is crucial for university communities to grasp the 
challenges students face when adapting academically and socially. 
Developing an effective support system is essential to ensure a 
smooth students’ expatriation experiences. This study contributed 
to an in-depth understanding of students’ experiences and 
recommendations in the UAE. The findings propose suggestions 
and recommendations that may help in future planning including 
maximizing professional support, providing peer tutoring, 
boosting academic advising and consultation, encouraging 
students’ socialization, and guiding student self-development as 
necessary. This research should be replicated to include diverse 
universities in UAE and across the region.
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