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Abstract 

 

 

 Acclimating to a new environment can take a mental and emotional toll on anybody; 

compounding that change in an environment with a cultural change can intensify the toll. This study 

explores the initial perceptions and experiences of international students during their first semester on an 

American college campus. Specifically, this study explores the importance of spaces designed for social 

engagement and the impact of the design of those spaces on international students’ transition to the 

college campus. The purpose of this study is to gain understanding of firsthand experiences within these 

spaces on a Southeastern college campus, with regards to social connectedness, sense of community, and 

place attachment. Increasing the knowledge of how the design of campus influences these culturally 

diverse students can lead to more inclusive and well-planned design for all students. Findings from this 

research support thoughtful and purposeful design practices to facilitate quality connection and 

engagement among students on college campus. Understanding of the ways in which a space 

communicates with an occupant to inform perceptions of belonging and inclusion can lead to high quality 

experiences, and increased place attachment.  
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CHAPTER I: 

INTRODUCTION  

Dorothy, in The Wizard of Oz, lamented repeatedly, “there’s no place like home” (LeRoy 

& Fleming, 1939). However, feeling a sense of belonging in one’s environment is not always as 

simple as clicking heels together. As many first-year college students experience, finding a sense 

of belonging in the new environment of campus can sometimes be a challenging transition. 

Finding this belonging has shown to be especially challenging for international students, as home 

is sometimes thousands of miles away in different countries. (Glass et al., 2015).  

According to the Open Doors Report on International Educational Exchange (2023), the 

total number of international students enrolled in United States colleges in the 2021-2022 

academic year was 948,519, a number which rose in the 2021 school year from previous years' 

decline. The number of international students in American college campuses experienced sharp 

declines from 2017-2021, however a 3.8% increase in enrollment occurred in 2021 (Bustamante, 

2020; Open Doors Report, 2023). Between 2015 and 2017, enrollment of international students 

decreased by almost 7 percent (Dennis, 2020), even with a slight rebound in enrollment, only 4.7 

percent of higher education students were international students in the 2021-2022 academic year 

(Open Doors Report, 2023). In the 2022-2023 academic year, international students composed 

5.6% of the total student population in America, with just over 1 million enrolled (Open Doors 

Report, 2023). 
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Figure 1: International Student Trends (Open Doors Report, 2023) 

 

The 2019-2021 decline in international student enrollment in recent years could be a 

result of political climate in the native country or the U.S., a result of economic uncertainties, or 

a combination of reasons (Dennis, 2020). Also, the sharp decline in the 2020-2021 academic 

year could be a result of restricted travel due to ongoing regulations caused by the COVID-19 

pandemic. Another possible explanation is the competitiveness of universities around the globe, 

pulling students in different directions. Additionally, the increased growth of online learning, 

distance learning, and reduction of course work availability may reduce the requirement for 

students to move to a physical campus (Dennis, 2020). International students come to a new 

country not only to learn and expand their knowledge, but to also gain experiences in a new 

culture and grow in their personal strength, confidence, and resiliency. Newly enrolled 
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international students increased by 80% over the previous year during the 2021-2022 academic 

year, totaling 261,961 newly enrolled students into American universities (Open Doors Report, 

2023).  

 

Figure 2: New International Student Enrollment (Opens Doors Report, 2023) 

 

They arrive in the U.S. curious and ready to experience a new culture (Karkous & 

Jusseaume, 2020). However, struggles with homesickness, loneliness, and feelings of isolation 

may hinder a smooth transition to the U.S. campus (Cheng, 2004; Fatemi et al., 2017), and 

perceived barriers to American society may also hinder their connectedness once on campus 

(Kakour & Jusseaume 2020). Campus-built environments may play a key component in 

influencing these feelings and reducing some of the struggles faced by incoming students. The 

built environment also acts as a recruitment point or selling point for students to select one 

university over another or choose in-person college experience rather than distance learning 

courses (Dennis, 2020). 

The variety of spaces available for use by the student influences the social interaction and 

the psychological lives of the students and reflects the student’s behavioral and personality 

preferences (Harrington, 2014; Fatemi et al., 2017). University campus designers have an 

opportunity and responsibility to create a sense and feeling of belonging which may allow 
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international students to utilize the spaces available on campus to grow social connectivity and 

increase or create a sense and feeling of belonging on campus. Spaces around campus are 

planned for a variety of services, from dining and lounge, promoting social interaction among 

students, to group and private study, promoting academic success (Alkandari & AlShallal, 2008). 

Previous work has undeniably confirmed a connection between the built environment and its 

occupants’ wellbeing (Altomonte, Allen, Bluyssen, Brager, Heschong, Loder, Schiavon, Veitch, 

Wang, & Wargocki, 2020). The planning of these spaces must be intentional and purposeful to 

best benefit the overall wellbeing of students. This intentional and purpose driven planning may 

induce student academic success and personal success (Barrett, 2014). 

Problem Statement 

Due to declining international enrollment and competitiveness to recruit students to 

campus, the built environment on university campus could be considered a promotional tool for 

the university. Barrett (2014) found that 66% of prospective students felt the campus built 

environment and aesthetic was a key factor in their college selection. Understanding the 

importance of the campus buildings on student life can ensure the campus is creating the most 

encouraging environment for student growth and development. How a campus maintains, plans, 

and utilizes its physical space for the betterment of the student population, wellbeing, academic, 

and social success, has been the topic of many previous studies (Banning et al., 2010; Barrett, 

2014; Broussard, 2009; Cheng, 2004; Chow & Healey, 2008; Harrington, 2014). As previous 

literature has shown, attachment with the community surrounding an individual directly relates 

to positive feelings of wellbeing (Theodori, 2001; Altomonte et al., 2020). To explore this 

relation on a more micro level of community belonging and connection, this study looks to the 

college campus. This study builds upon existing literature and focuses specifically on the 
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experiences of international students during their first semester on campus, to understand how 

the designed interiors of the campus buildings might play a role in their perceptions of belonging 

within the campus student population.  

Purpose Statement and Objectives 

Study of the physical space has been described as one of the “least understood and most 

neglected” factors in discussing student experience and success (Strange & Banning, 2001). This 

research aims to explore the role of interiors of campus buildings at Auburn University as it 

influences social interactions, sense of community, and place attachment for international 

students. Experiences considered include feelings of welcome on campus, places associated with 

being a part of the campus community, and the students’ initial impressions of such upon arrival 

to campus. The study helps to understand if a relationship exists between the built environment 

on college campuses and the transition of international students to campus life through the 

following objectives: 

Objective 1: (a) To explore how AU campus facilities promote or hinder social 

interaction for international students and (b) to explore why/how international 

students think campus places promote or hinder social interaction.  

Objective 2: (a) To explore how AU campus facilities promote or hinder a sense of 

belonging for international students and (b) to explore why/how international students 

think campus places promote or hinder their sense of community. 

Objective 3: (a) To explore how AU campus facilities promote or hinder place 

attachment to campus for international students and (b) to explore why/how 

international students think campus places promote or hinder place attachment to 

campus. 
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Objective 4: To explore a potential association between places ranking high in both 

sense of community and place attachment to the University, among international 

students. 

     Through coordinated efforts with the Office of International Programs and various 

international groups on campus, the study will provide students with an opportunity for open 

discussions of their experiences. Collecting data from international students allows their voice to 

be heard, thus providing opportunities for improvements to the university campus experience for 

students and diminish the feelings of loneliness and isolation felt by many international students. 

As Cheng (2004) found, the most detrimental influence on the sense of community within the 

college student population is a result of loneliness and isolation experienced. Gopalan and 

Brandy (2019) stated the student sense of belonging directly influenced success, engagement, 

and overall wellbeing during college years. This link between academically successful collegiate 

years and belonging to the campus community is also related to increased levels of retention, 

motivation and overall enjoyment of the college experience (Pedler, Willis, & Nieuwoudt, 2022). 

Places must be intentionally designed and planned to promote inclusivity (Barrett, 2014), as the 

places and environments can have a significant factor in the psychological experience of the user 

(Fatemi et al., 2017). Understanding the students’ perspective can provide great insight to how to 

better design and plan for the best experience possible for the student (Johnson et al., 2007).  

Assumptions  

 Within the university setting of a college campus, many considerations are given to how 

different users and stakeholders utilize, experience, and engage with and within the campus 

buildings. Some of these user groups may be divided by their role within the university like 

faculty/staff/student groups, gender role identification, as in male/female/nonbinary, or (of 
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concern with this research) the domestic/international student population. Different groups 

perceive and experience spaces differently based on their cultural background, demographic 

experiences, or internal analysis of the space.  

Through the framework of place attachment concepts and theoretical grounding in 

transaction theory, the following assumptions are made regarding the research presented. First, is 

it assumed the campus design of buildings and spaces has a role in the behavior of the student 

population utilizing those spaces. This assumption is guided by the transactional theory, which 

infers that environmental settings have a role in communicating purpose and usefulness of the 

space with the person occupying the space. It rationalizes that the design, furnishings, and 

objects within the space, along with the overall atmosphere created leads occupants to respond in 

specific ways. 

Second, it is assumed the behavior exhibited by students, while in campus buildings, 

leads to interaction with their peers, and the formation of bonds with other students. Building 

upon theoretical support through transaction theory, individuals will look for guidance from 

others as to expected behaviors while in a particular space. Just as the space itself leads the 

occupant to utilize it in specific ways, newcomers to the space will often look for guidance from 

other occupants as well.   

Based on these theoretical assumptions, this research explores those interactions between 

environment and student to learn more about the specific interactions taking place among first 

year international students on Auburn University’ campus. The target student population of 

interest for the research will include first year undergraduate and first year graduate level 

students, to also explore if the different student academic levels utilize campus differently. This 

research seeks to increase knowledge that may be applied not only to broader campus planning 
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and design scopes, but also to help increase connection within social spaces and engagement 

with others to increase place attachment towards campus.  

Significance 

This study presents an opportunity to improve the experience for incoming international 

students at large, and provide detailed insight to university campus facility planners, architects, 

and interior designers who design campus spaces. A university campus is ever changing, and 

through design changes can promote improvement of the overall space, experience, and 

memories built in this environment. Previous literature has directed many impactful changes to 

student experience, however by focusing on a select group of students, the findings could 

facilitate more effective recruitment of international students through better understanding of 

their needs and expectations for the campus life experience.  Given the decrease in international 

student enrollment in recent years, and the likelihood of continued decline due to economic and 

pandemic uncertainties (Bustamante, 2020; Dennis, 2020), this study aims to critique the existing 

university environment and provide insight on how to help the university fully exploit its assets 

in the recruitment of future international students.  

This study will serve to illustrate the need for intentional design and planning, as it 

benefits student use of the facilities (Barrett, 2014). Facility planning processes can involve 

many different stakeholders in the project overall, and students may provide a new perspective 

on use of a space. The student population ought to be included among those stakeholders, for 

some project planning and programming efforts. Spaces must be designed for specific purposes 

and design must be carefully planned to make the best use of the space, as well as avoid any 

inadvertent unwelcoming or uninviting cues. This study will help to inform design practitioners 

by providing insight on the experience of international students in existing spaces. Study of the 
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physical space has been described as one of the “least understood and most neglected” factors in 

discussing student experience and success (Strange & Banning, 2001). However physical space 

has been noted as a factor of great importance to the student community and the sense of 

connectedness (Banning et al., 2010).   In looking at how space impacts the overall health and 

wellbeing of the occupants, this study aims to support students’ academic, emotional, and mental 

success through the influence of built environment (McLane & Kozinets, 2019; International 

Well Building Institute, 2019).  

 

Definition of Terms 

Campus environment: the buildings, interior student social spaces and common spaces and 

academic spaces, landscape and green space, and acreage owned and operated by the University 

(Barrett, 2014; Strange & Banning, 2001). Also: Facilities; Built Environment 

International students: students from countries other than the United States, who have not 

previously experienced living away from their native countries. This definition includes both 

undergraduate and graduate level students.  

Sense of belonging: psychological feelings of association with a larger group or community, 

attributed to a sense of alignment with that community (Hagerty, 1999). Perceptions of fit within 

the larger grouping of the community surrounding a person.  

Sense of community: a social psychology concept that focuses on the fit or alignment of a person 

with their social environment (Hagerty, 1999). “Communities” are composed of individuals with 

a shared purpose and sense of inclusion (Harrington, 2014). Belonging to the community can 

also be considered as an internal perception held by the individual as acclimation into the whole 

of a group. 
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Second home: a place that provides feelings of comfort and acclimation for extended periods of 

time, away from one’s primary home (Fatemi et al., 2017). 

Social interaction: an exchange between two or more individuals. In the context of this study, 

social interaction will comprise exchanges for enjoyment and recreation, rather than purposeful 

exchanges for completion of group tasks or assignments.   

Social spaces: spaces, specifically within a college campus environment, primarily used for 

social interaction and engagement, rather than academic or learning purposes.  

Third Space: a place where one goes to connect with others, outside of home or work 

(Oldenburg, 1982). A place where one finds retreat, community, and feels comfortable (Banning, 

et. al., 2010; Oldenburg, 1982). 

Place attachment: the emotional bond between person and place, influenced by personal 

experiences and feelings based on the individual place (Inalhan & Finch, 2004; Spooner, 2019; 

Terrazas-Carrillo et al., 2014).  Place attachment is evidenced by the sentimental feelings of the 

space, expressed by the occupant.  

CHAPTER II: 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 Exploring the relationships between a built environment and the occupant or user's 

emotional response to the space, specifically within the context of international students on a 

college campus, allows better understanding of the role of physical space in a person’s life. 

Better understanding of how a first year international student relates to the campus environment 

may lead to better understanding of their connectedness to others and connectedness to campus 

itself. Review of existing literature will provide a foundation for exploring 1. international 

students’ campus experience, and 2. college student relationship to campus. Better understanding 
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of the relationships between the first year international student’s experience and their perceptions 

of the campus environment may open the door for better campus design and inclusivity for 

students of all types to engage equally socially, and connect with others and with their campus, 

as they pursue their academic and personal goals during their collegiate years.  

Reviewing existing literature supports the need for additional studies and research to 

explore the transaction between person and place, in various contexts, to gain a better 

understanding of the psychological role of space on the occupant. Through the support of 

theoretical concepts, existing literature, and grounded in transaction theory, this study aims to 

take a new perspective on existing information relating to international students’ perceptions of 

the American college campus. Also, this study allows insight into the targeted student population 

to explore how they wish to use the space, and what they might like to see incorporated in future 

design. While this may vary depending upon academic class level, as graduate students may 

express different needs compared to undergraduate level, the insights gained will lead to more 

desirable spaces for all. Specifically, this study explores the relationship relates to social 

connection, feelings of belonging, and place attachment towards campus environments.  

Research Literature Review 

Campus’ Built Environment Impact  

Impact on Initial Recruitment 

  A first impression can never be undone. For many students the first impression of campus 

may come from a campus tour; for others, the first impression might originate from online 

imagery. Regardless, the campus environment and buildings play a key role in reinforcing the 

campus’ brand through that initial impression. Built spaces and objects reflect the principles of 

the organization (Bernheimer, 2017).  Be it stately buildings, modern architecture, vast green 
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spaces, or urban buildings, the architecture of campus forms initial perceptions about the mission 

and of the campus (Ramasubramanian et al. 2002). Students report the types of online visuals 

showing campus buildings and landscape are included among their college selection criteria 

(Ramasubramanian et al., 2002). Ramasubramanian et al. (2002) states that traditional 

architectural imagery are associated with academic prestige among graduating high school 

students looking at college websites.  

Many prospective students consider the campus visit “sealing the deal”, in that the visit 

allows the potential student to see what a day on campus might look and feel like, thus 

influencing their decision to attend (Secore, 2018 pg. 151). Secore (2018) notes that for 

California State University Northridge students, 80 percent of prospective students confirmed 

that the campus visit contributed to their desire to attend. Students participating in the campus 

tour are experiencing their first connection with the campus’-built environment as possible 

participants in its ecology. The first impression begins the moment a prospective student arrives 

on campus, with accurate wayfinding and maps, and clearly posted location indicators around 

campus. It continues to the first experience in interior spaces, such as a waiting room before the 

tour, an office setting, or even the lobby of the building. (Secore, 2018). The initial impressions 

made by the campus visit, or campus imagery used online in ads and virtual visits, can be the 

deciding factor for enrollment for many students (Barrett, 2014). This first visit shows what it is 

really like to be a part of the student community on campus and has a great effect on the decision 

to attend the selected school (Secore, 2018). 

Impact on Student Success Once on Campus  

The impact of the built environment on student populations has been a concern of 

previous studies. Spooner (2019) proposed that when a student is less attached to an institution, 



13 

 

the student is less likely to excel academically. The study also states that a student’s place 

attachment toward their chosen university is a cyclical process, with ebbs and flows throughout 

each year of enrollment (Spooner, 2019). Generally, academic spaces have been studied more 

intently with regards to the effect on student success: libraries, study halls, and academic 

classrooms (Price et al., 2003). However, with learning pedagogy shifting to more informal 

spaces, like student unions, group study spaces, and lounges, design for these spaces should be 

planned carefully to benefit students’ overall wellness.  

Student overall success occurs not only as academic success however, but also as mental, 

emotional, and maturity development and success throughout these years. College years are a 

transformative period for most students, with both academic processes and social activities 

acting as important milestones for the individual (Harrington, 2017). As students grow and 

mature during collegiate years, they also develop their own sense of identity. Research has been 

shown to support identity development is influenced by physical locations and surroundings 

(Bernheimer, 2017). According to Broussard (2009), university life has a unique and 

disproportionate influence on the self-development process, thus increasing the requirement for a 

bond between university and student to be cultivated and nourished.  

Impact on the College Experience 

The impression a built environment has on individual users of a space has been 

documented by researchers (Barrett, 2014; Kaiser 1975). Of note, Kaiser (1975) indicates three 

types of interaction between campus and student, in what he called an “ecosystem”, explaining 

that all spaces have an impact on the users within the space and that the space can encourage or 

discourage growth. Kaiser (1975) identifies three student experiences within the ecosystem: 

compensating, facilitating, or potentiating. The environmental impact of a space can provide 
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opportunity or reinforce certain student experiences (Kaiser, 1975, as cited in Barrett, 2014). 

This ecosystem is applied towards the transactional relationship between campus and student in 

Barrett’s 2014 studies. This study illustrates transactional theory applied to how the student and 

physical environment interact daily (Barrett, 2014). Better understanding of this specific 

interaction may lead to increased insight into how the design of the campus spaces affect daily 

activity and opportunities while on campus. 

The built environment should engage the student and suggest different experiences for 

the student (McLane & Kozinets, 2019). Not all experiences are active and require participation, 

some are passive and observational experiences; however, both experiences influence college 

students, and their cognitive mapping of the college experience (Chow & Healey, 2008; McLane 

& Kozinets, 2019). Campus buildings are not only used as academic spaces, they are also social 

spaces, restorative spaces, and third spaces (Banning et al., 2010). As such, buildings should 

support various types of experiences. These spaces are shown to not only be desirable for the 

students aesthetically and functionally, but also necessary for the students’ success academically, 

emotionally, and mentally (McLane & Kozinets, 2019). The concept of identified spaces for 

defined functions or activities leads into research concerning the concept of third space 

(Oldenburg & Brissett, 1982).   

Third Space 

The concept of “third space” has been applied to many disparate types of places, from 

respite from work or other duties to places of retreat or relaxation. In 1982, Oldenburg and 

Brissett introduced the concept as a place of connectedness with others. Home is considered the 

first space, work is the second, and the third space is the place individuals choose to go to be 

with their community (Barrett, 2014). The third space is a place that encourages diversity and 
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response to design elements such as color and perspective (Oldenburg & Brissett, 1982). It is a 

space where the individual feels they have some control over their response to the surroundings 

(Oldenburg & Brissett, 1982). 

Related to Campus Experience 

One study on residence, showed that residence hall environments have significant impact 

on social and academic connectedness for students occupying the halls, and the physical 

configuration of the halls was a factor in students’ feelings of belonging to the greater 

community on campus (Barrett, 2014). Students indicated a higher sense of community with 

their peers were more likely to complete their academic degrees, supporting the needs for Third 

Spaces in and around campus facilities (Barrett, 2014). The connection between third space and 

sense of community, socialization, and interaction among student peers, in a nonacademic 

centric space, leads to the necessity of these types of spaces within the campus perimeters.  

Third spaces are much more socially driven environments where individuals may choose 

to go, rather than obligated to go (Harrington, 2014). Harrington (2014), notes that when asked 

about third place, many students respond by listing off campus sites: coffee houses, restaurants, 

and recreational facilities; rather than spaces on campus. However, on campus locations, such as 

a student union are also considered a third space (Harrington,2014; Barrett, 2014).Oldenburg and 

Brissett (1982) claim the need for the third place was caused (in part) by the decline in 

community experience in peoples’ lives as they consisted of only work and home. This balance 

of work and home being primary locations for people’s lives was referred to as the “Two-Shop 

Model”, shop one being the home, and shop two being the workplace (Oldenburg & Brissett, 

1982, pg 267). 
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Considering the need for connectedness among students and the social interactions 

promoted by third spaces, it would benefit the campus to include these types of spaces, and 

varied types of spaces, in the design and planning of facilities. Gaining a better understanding of 

how the campus acts as a third space for students can better guide the design decisions and 

planning for future campus uses.  

International Students 

Social Interaction   

 Academic campuses are not only places for learning, but also places to make memories 

through generations of ritual (Broussard, 2009). Previous works have linked positive feelings of 

belonging with social connectedness and noted that engaging with the campus community helps 

increase student motivation for success (Pedler et. al., 2021). A specific space becomes a place 

of attachment based on activities that have occurred within the setting, and the memories made 

(Inalhan & Finch, 2004). Memories create a shared experience among participants, which can 

lead to greater sense of community, and attachment to place. Developing attachment not only 

fosters the sense of community, but also helps integrate groups within a larger cohort (Inalhan & 

Finch, 2004). As students gain an increased understanding of American culture and behaviors, 

they experience fewer stressors in the acculturation process (Fritz, Chin, & DeMarinis, 2008). 

Understanding expected behaviors and engaging with others while in the space, can lead to 

increased positive interaction and help grow social connectedness towards others. This 

connection helps foster the sense of community an international student might experience while 

on campus (Inalhan & Finch, 2004). International students may face a difficult time adjusting to 

the cultural norms and behaviors related to social interactions, as they may differ from their own 
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norms (Penner et. al., 2021). The shock of a very different culture can be a barrier to higher 

satisfaction with social connectedness (Penner et. al., 2021). 

A newly enrolled international student, coming to a United States campus for the first 

time, may rely on cues from previously matriculated or higher classmen students, both domestic 

and other international students, to understand how other students engage with one another to 

learn expected behavior within the space. This concept of observation and learning behavior 

expectations connects to the later expansion of behavior-setting theory, where Wicker (1987) 

deemed behavior settings as social constructs. Among these engagement cues, the newcomer can 

learn how to use the space as well as what activities (behaviors) are directly influenced by the 

environment and design choices of the space. For example: chairs and tables set in groups may 

encourage the students to actively engage with one another, however if a student using the space 

is sitting alone, or displaying quiet activity, a newcomer is more likely to follow suit. Barker, as 

cited in Bernheimer (2017), found that behavior, while in a specific setting, was “scripted by the 

setting” (p.146). Translated, the environment surrounding a person: the furnishings, aesthetic, 

and other occupants’ actions, will correlate with the individual’s behaviors while in the 

environment. The person entering the space will look to others, and to the space itself, for cues as 

to how to engage while in the space. 

     As previously stated, international students do not always feel at home in their new collegiate 

environment (Fatemi et al. 2017). Creating attachment to a place and building memories that 

create a connection may prove more difficult. Many international students might describe their 

season of study as feeling like a “tourist on a long trip” (Glass et al., 2015, pg 1077). Fritz, et al. 

(2008) reported great hardships in making social connections, specifically among Asian students, 

while European students felt more homesickness. It should not only be the responsibility of the 
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student to seek connections, but also the responsibility of the university and administrators to 

facilitate activities and plan spaces to facilitate connections (Harrington, 2014; Barrett, 2014; 

Banning et al., 2010). Using a student's own definition of positive interaction may help 

understanding of the connections to the place and others within the space, positive descriptions 

are linked to higher feelings of acceptance (Penner, De Moissac, Rocque, Giasson, Prada, 

Brochu, 2021). Additionally, international students should be active participants in the planning 

and design of the spaces that are intended for their use (Barrett, 2014). Recognizing international 

students’ challenges with forming connections poses the first study objective: 

Research Objective 1: (a) To explore how AU campus facilities promote or hinder social 

interaction for international students and (b) to explore why/how international students 

think campus places promote or hinder social interaction. 

The space itself can also communicate and lead to the expected behavior to take place 

within the setting. The design setting can lead to psychological response to the space, which can 

either positively or negatively influence the student’s overall experience (Bendiner-Viani, 2012). 

Places designed for inclusive social interactions may help the newcomer feel more welcome and 

more available psychologically to interacting within the space, thus growing their connection 

both to the space and with others (Bendiner-Viani, 2012). This concept of engagement and 

relationship with the built environment is further supported through the research of Kaiser (1975) 

and the proposal of the campus ecosystem. This research directly explored the relationship 

between the campus building and environment (setting) and the influence they had on the college 

students' experience (behavior) (Kaiser, 1975).  

     As stated previously, responsibility falls not only to the student, but also on university 

administration and resources to promote a welcoming experience leading to a greater sense of 
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belonging to the university community at large (Harrington, 2014; Barrett, 2014; Banning et al., 

2010). The university’s physical space of campus buildings and land should not be overlooked as 

an integral component of achieving a welcoming environment for international students. 

Sense of Belonging  

In 2023, 1,057,188 international students were enrolled in American universities across 

the nation, representing 5.6% of the student population (Open Doors Report,2021). Moving from 

one place to another, specifically onto a college or university campus can be a challenge for any 

student: and possibly more so for first year international students. According to Fatemi, et al 

(2017), not only do students face challenges of finding housing and adjusting to a new 

environment, but students may also face many psychological, emotional, and social difficulties. 

Contributing to those difficulties, international students also experience a loss of support, 

experienced at higher levels compared to domestic students, who may have family and friends 

relatively nearby (Fatemi et al., 2017). Also perceived barrier or separations between the 

international student and their American counterparts may contribute to feelings of isolation 

(Karkour & Jusseaume, 2020). Dost and Mazzoli Smith (2023) defined collegiate sense of 

belonging as “feeling like part of a particular community…without having to conform to a 

particular set of norms” (2). With the population increase of diversely ethnic students, a 

university’s culture of diversity and inclusivity should also increase as well (Johnson et al., 

2007). Haggerty (1999) described a sense of community or sense of belonging as the fit or 

alignment of an individual with the environment; creating an increased community of diversity 

can assist with creating the alignment for international students, thus increasing a sense of 

community on campus among the international student population. Identifying with a group and 

feeling as though they belong within a community on campus is one way students seek to 
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minimize feelings of isolation (Dost & Mazzoli Smith, 2023). Finding these groups can be a 

challenge for international students, as cultural and ethnic differences may leave them feeling 

more isolated compared to domestic students (Penner et. al., 2021; Dost & Mazzoli Smith, 

2023).  Moving into this new environment is a chance to grow self-resilience, however moving 

away from cultural norms and traditions can be very frustrating and challenging for the student 

(Glass et al., 2015).  

     A factor reported in many studies as beneficial to the inclusion of international 

students is a multicultural center on campus (Clauson & McKnight, 2018; Serrano, 2020; 

Harrington, 2017; Alkandari & Alkandari, 2008; Johnson et al., 2007; Fatemi et al., 2017). 

Students report an increased sense of belonging on campus when they have higher levels of 

participation in campus activities (Cheng, 2004; Barrett, 2014). Such participation requires not 

only student affairs administrators to design programs for the inclusion of international culture 

(Cheng, 2004), but also facilities managers to design spaces to best promote varied cultures, 

rituals, ceremonies, and activities (Alkandari & Alkandari, 2008; Johnson et al., 2007). Providing 

spaces to learn about others’ cultures leads to a more supportive climate on campus for diverse 

student populations (Johnson et al., 2007). The internal perspective of the individual may also 

contribute to the effect of the physical space on the individuals’ actions (Popov & Chompalov, 

2012). International students transitioning to a United States college campus oftentimes feel 

stressed during the transition (Karkour & Jusseaume, 2020; Fatemi et al., 2017). This internal 

state may also play a role in how the international student receives the cues for engagement. 

Creating welcoming and inclusive spaces on campus can help grow the sense of 

community experienced among international students and show support towards those students. 

The creation of these spaces must be intentional in planning and design (Barrett, 2014). In 
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reflecting on previous research, Bernheimer (2017) stated community and well-being of the 

community, both as individuals and as a whole, is facilitated through the environment (p.224). 

Nassir, in Harrington (2017), studied a group of Muslim female students and found an increased 

sense of belonging when the university accommodated dietary needs, had a well-informed staff, 

and provided special places for prayer (Harrington, 2017). Enhancing the experience for 

international students requires the university to take a deliberate approach (Glass et al., 2015). A 

higher focus on spaces to promote campus participation can lead to not only a more supportive 

and inclusive climate, but also reduce the feelings of loneliness and increase the sense of 

community (Barrett, 2014). In research by furniture manufacturer, Kimball International, design 

is shown to be an important aspect in well-being and belonging (Kimball International, 2024). 

Creating places where students feel they belong can increase their perception of feeling valued 

and welcomed by the University (Kimball International, 2024). 

Studying sense of community and sense of belonging within the new culture of the 

university ecology, the second study objective is: 

Research Objective 2: (a) To explore how AU campus facilities promote or hinder a 

sense of community for international students and (b) to explore why/how 

international students think campus places promote or hinder their sense of 

community? 

Place Attachment  

Transition to college is a major life change for most students, many of whom experience 

homesickness and loneliness (Cheng, 2004; Fatemi et al., 2017). For some students, this move is 

the first move away from the familiarity, comfort, and perceived safety of home (Chow & Healy, 
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2008). As memories and experiences build and multiply, place attachment, or the identification 

felt in conjunction with a specific place develops (Spooner, 2019; Terrazas-Carrillo et al., 2014). 

However, negative feelings of detachment from home, culture, and familiarity can sometimes 

make it harder for an international student to form attachments to their new environment 

(Terrazas-Carrillo et al., 2014). While studies have shown that retention of cultural practices and 

heritage may help international students retain a sense of identity within their culture, spaces 

must be accommodating to allow for this original connection (Johnson et al., 2007; Terrazas-

Carrillo et al, 2014). Fatemi et al. (2017) notes that international students seldom feel as though 

the university campus is their second home, and students in this group demonstrate weak place 

attachment.  

Attachment to one’s place develops through meaningful experiences within one’s 

environment; it is through this interaction that places begin to hold meaning (Fatemi et al, 2017). 

Positive associations of attachment to a place or community (expanded, or campus), has been 

indicative of higher levels of individual well-being (Theodori, 2001). Well designed and 

intentional spaces can help promote interactions among peers, social engagement, and time to 

just be oneself, all of which facilitate increasing attachment to the space (Harrington, 2017; 

Strange & Banning, 2001; Barrett, 2014; Terrazas-Carrillo et al., 2014). In a study based on a 

Person, Process, Place framework which interconnected the three components to place 

attachment, college students experienced the greatest increase in place attachment between 

freshman and sophomore years (Spooner, 2019).   

From this literature connecting physical environments to place attachment, the third 

objective of this study becomes: 



23 

 

Research Objective 3: (a) To explore how AU campus facilities promote or hinder place 

attachment to campus for international students and (b) to explore why/how international 

students think campus places promote or hinder place attachment to campus. 

The college transitional period can be a challenging time for many students and can be 

made harder for international students as they struggle to acclimate to their new host country. 

Although moving away from home can grow self-identity and resilience (Chow & Healey, 

2008), moving away can also be very challenging. Forming attachments to places and spaces can 

help alleviate some of those negative feelings, and help the student begin to feel more 

comfortable in their new environment (Chow & Healey, 2008).  

The proposed relationship suggested in RO4 will be assessed based on findings in RO 2 

and 3 to find a possible connection between the sense of community and the place attachment 

felt for the space. A potential relationship connection will be assessed through the narrative and 

open-ended responses, and the coding guide results. If no connection is apparent, the RO4 will 

be rejected.  

Theoretical Grounding 

The phenomenon of place attachment is the emotional bond between an individual person 

and a specific place, leading to community and social connectedness to others, and provides a 

framework for this study (Inalhan & Finch, 2004; Terrazas-Carrillo et al., 2014). Studied across 

many social science fields, including interior design, place attachment explores how people 

engage with and within designed spaces (Petermans & Pohlmeyer, 2014). Attachment to place 

infers a relationship between the place or setting and the occupant within the space, it grows 

through a series of transactions and interactions between occupant and place (Fatemi et al, 2017). 

Through the theoretical grounding of transactional theory (Rosenblatt, 1969), the interpretation 
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of meaning created between the individual and their space is explored. Similarly, to written or 

spoken verbiage, buildings and the built environment contain speech patterns, which 

communicate various things to the occupants (Bernheimer, 2017). Special consideration may be 

given to specific groups of people within the larger community of users of a design, setting a 

smaller set of stakeholders and users who may benefit from extra attention by the designer for 

space use, and thus creation of a greater design overall. Through exploration of these smaller 

subsets of the community of users, the overall design goals may be more effectively met, and the 

design serves a greater good for the community as a whole. Understanding the communication 

between the built environment and the individual occupying space can change the culture and 

behavior surrounding the space (Bernheimer, 2017).  

 Within the university setting of a college campus, many considerations are given to how 

different users and stakeholders utilize, experience, and engage with and within the campus 

buildings. Some of these user groups may be divided by role within the university like 

faculty/staff/student groups, gender role identification, as in male/female/nonbinary, or (of 

concern with this research) the domestic/international student population. Different groups 

perceive and experience spaces differently based on their cultural background, demographic 

experiences, or internal analysis of the space. As a basic psychological need for humans, feelings 

of belonging within a location or within a society is central to the hierarchy of needs pyramid, 

and a positive sense of belonging is essential to human wellbeing (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; 

Dost & Mazzoli Smith, 2023). Based on the specific experience within the space or setting, the 

response toward the space by the individual will create bonds with the environment. How an 

individual utilizes and experiences the spaces on campus may lead to increased feelings of 

belonging on the campus and within the campus community, which may increase the 
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individual’s attachment towards the campus. Well-designed spaces may invoke feelings of 

wellbeing, as well as, increase the feelings of comfort and tolerance for slightly uncomfortable 

experiences, such as being new to the setting (Altomonte et. al., 2020). Feeling like one belongs 

and is comfortable in a setting can also support increased place attachment through symbolic 

cultural meaning (Scannell & Gifford, 2016).  Increased understanding of the theoretical 

backbone supporting these varied experiences can help gain knowledge of best practices in 

design for campus spaces. As Konigk (2015) explored the concept that spaces contribute to the 

creation of individual identity within a space. As this identity within a place grows, attachment 

and meaning associated with the place itself increases. 

Transactional Theory 

 A literary based theory, transaction theory was originated in 1969 by Rosenblatt, who 

proposed that reading a text elicited an emotional response by the reader, causing the reader to 

experience the text personally (Rosenblatt, 1969). Rosenblatt (1969) began to suggest this 

connection between text and emotions as an aesthetic connection. Expanding on this theoretical 

model, Lazarus and Folkman (1987) suggested a transaction between an individual’s response 

and the environment itself. Much in a similar way as reading a text, occupants of a space read the 

room or environment. The connection between how an individual “reads” or comprehends their 

environment and their emotional or behavioral reaction supports this current research. Much in 

the same way as Rosenblatt (1969) suggested, if a reader experiences a specific text in a specific 

way, occupants of a space also experience the environment in a specific way. 

Transactional theory not only considers how an individual gains meaning through 

interaction with space, and also through interaction with others in space (Bridge, 2013). As 

social beings, humans seek to create transactions with others. On a college campus, the 
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interaction between students, while on campus, can lead to feelings of community among 

students. The transaction between humans and between humans and non-humans (ie: the 

environment) is a continual process and ever changing (Bridge, 2013). The communicated 

nonverbal discussion between the space created and the humans occupying the space is not a 

static occurrence, but changes over time and experience (Bridge, 2013). Also, the design of the 

space can communicate comfort and sustain the needs of the occupant psychologically 

(Altomonte et. al., 2020). 

Banning et al. (2010) explores this transactional relationship between location and 

student groups, reiterating the need for positive transaction between location and individual to 

create strong connections not only with the environment but with other individuals in the 

environment. The student-to-student transaction allows for strengthened bonds of comradery and 

social connection, which also may contribute to the feelings of belonging and attachment to and 

within the place. Creating spaces to communicate frequent positive emotional and psychological 

responses, directly connects the effect of interior space to an individual’s fulfillment of the need 

to belong. To build upon this connection, the meaning created through those interactions and 

transactions grows the sentimentality of attachment to the location or place. As students interact 

with their campus, the more positive transactions between campus and student, the greater the 

emotional and psychological connection to the campus. 

 If the design of the space is too restrictive, the student may feel uncomfortable interacting 

with others, leading to limited engagement and possibly feelings of isolation while in the setting. 

However, if the space is chaotic or disorganized visually, the student may feel overwhelmed 

(especially if they come from a more reserved culture), leading to feelings of disconnection 

while in the space. Every design element of the overall design plays a role in the individual’s 
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response to the space, including the response to build connection within the space (Coburn et al., 

2020; Konigk, 2015). The social interactions while in the setting, the behavior suggested by the 

design of the setting, can directly impact the level of social interaction, which may contribute to 

the student’s sense of belonging within the student body community, and increase the chances of 

increased place attachment to the campus. As their place becomes more meaningful to the 

individual through transactions between the individual and the space, the more comfortable the 

individual is with the space, the more they will be connected to using the space (Bridge, 2013; 

Ganoe, 1999).  

Behavior Setting Theory 

This previous research is particularly of interest with regards to first year international 

student populations, as not only is the higher education experience new to them but they also 

find themselves in an entirely new culture, with norms to which they are expected to adjust to fit 

within, to a certain degree (Glass, et al., 2015). The international student comes to a new 

location, a new setting, with possibly limited or no social support and looking for ways to 

connect with others upon arrival. Looking at the spaces around campus, the students may infer 

qualities from the design of the space, such as excitement or nervousness (Bridge, 2013). The 

design of the spaces (the settings) can encourage or hinder those behaviors and emotions, to help 

build connections to others and to the campus.  Behavior-setting theoretical concepts can be 

inferred either as possibilities or probabilities of specific action occurring within space (Kaiser, 

1975). The desired action result of the space should be considered when designing the space. 

With support from this theoretical perspective, the setting becomes a communication tool among 

the occupants, with cues on how to act, behave, and engage while in space. 
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Exploration of the behavior and level of engagement of occupants within a space, leans 

on the behavior setting theory, which helps explore the relationship between an individual and 

their environment in any given setting (Barker, 1968). As behavior settings are primarily 

examined and explored through the scope of the social context, behavior-setting theory directly 

ties into the concepts of place attachment, sense of community, and how individuals chose to 

engage socially within the spaces (Popov & Chompalov, 2012). Barker noted that the setting can 

influence the occupant’s behavior even more than the personality (Bernheimer, 2017. p 158).  

Considering the communication inherently experienced between a user or occupant and 

the space they occupy, the design of the space itself can become a mechanism for the 

communication or transaction to occur (Bridge, 2013).  The transactional perspective allows for 

a theoretical grounding for the exploration of the transaction between the campus and the new 

international student, to better grasp the nonverbal communication being experienced. Learning 

more about the communication between a space and it’s occupant, and how the space encourages 

or discourages usage is a key component in understanding the emotions a newcomer may feel in 

that space. Additionally, increased understanding of how the space itself helps to motivate 

specific activities or types of engagement among occupants in a key component in this study.  

CHAPTER III: 

 METHODOLOGY 

 Exploring student emotional response to various types of physical space, or built spaces, 

has been explored through many previous studies (Harrington, 2017; Strange & Banning, 2001; 

Barrett, 2014; Terrazas-Carrillo et al., 2014). However, the study of physical space has been one of 

the “least understood and most neglected” factors in discussing student experience and success 

(Strange & Banning, 2001). Through this exploration, researchers have connected the influence of 
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the built environment on human health and wellness, including emotional and mental health. 

This current research expands that body of work, utilizing surveyed responses by the target 

participant group. The research will take place at Auburn University (AU), a public state funded 

university, located in Auburn, Alabama. Contextual background information is included here to 

provide a basic foundational knowledge of the University’s location and culture. 

Location 

 Auburn University Campus  

Auburn University (AU) is a land grant public institution which administers 

undergraduate, graduate, and postdoctoral degrees and certificates. The University was 

established in 1856 as a public land grant institution (Auburn University [AU], 2024).  

Based on information obtained from the AU Office of International Programs (2023), the 

institution enrolled 26,874 undergraduate students per year and 6,141 graduate and professional 

students in 2023 Fall enrollment. In 2023, the university enrolled 1,796 international students, 

570 undergraduate and 1,226 graduate level (AU Office of Institutional Research, 2023). This 

demographic comprised 5.4% of the overall student population in 2021 (AU Office of 

Institutional Research, 2023).  
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Figure 3: Enrollment by Race/Ethnicity and Gender (AU Institutional Research, 2023) 

This represents a slight decline in international student enrollment from the previous 

2022 academic year, with the overall number from 2022 representing 1,953 total international 

students (AU Office of Institutional Research, 2023). In the Fall 2020 term the first year 

international students’ population dropped to 204, and then rose slightly in the Falls 2021 and 

2022 terms of 312 and 340 (respectively) (AU Office of Institutional Research, 2023). During 

the phase of research, fall of 2023, a total of 345 international students began their academic 

tenure on AU’s main campus (AU Office of Institutional Research, 2023).  According to the 

Auburn University Office of Institutional Research, sharp decline in enrollment of first year 

international students occurred in the Fall terms 2020 compared to previous years, this decline 

may be due, at least in part, to international travel restrictions related to COVID 19 (AU Office 

of Institutional Research, 2023). Graduate level international students represent a higher 

percentage of enrollment totals with 1,142, 1,151, and 1,203 enrolled in 2020, 2021, and 2022 

respectively (AU Office of Institutional Research, 2023). At the time of research, a total of 1,226 
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international graduate students are enrolled (AU Office of Institutional Research, 2023). As 

graduate level enrollment of international students represents a higher percentage of the student 

body population compared to undergraduate level enrollment among international students, 

graduate students will also be invited to participate in this study.  

Auburn University obtained Carnegie R1 classification in 2018 (Auburn University, 

2021). Carnegie R1 status is a classification of higher learning and research, as assessed by the 

Carnegie Classification of Higher Institution Learning (n.d). Carnegie R1 is the top tier of 

research assigned to a doctoral university and indicates the most significant amount of funded 

research and amount of research being promoted by the university (Carnegie Classification of 

Institutions of Higher Learning, n.d). At the time of this study, 131 institutions had obtained 

Carnegie R1 status under this classification system (Carnegie Classification of Institutions of 

Higher Learning, n.d). Carnegie R1 classification helps to increase a university’s recruitment and 

competitiveness, particularly among doctoral and graduate degree seekers (Carnegie 

Classification of Institutions of Higher Learning, n.d). The higher research standing and a 

dedicated focus on research increases the potential for global recruitment and increased interest 

of international students to possibly enroll at Auburn University. Understanding those student’s 

perception of campus may also assist in competitive global recruitment of top international 

students.  

Campus Facilities 

Auburn University’s Facilities Management (AUFM) Office currently manages and 

operates more than 420 buildings on main campus, and the campus’ outdoor spaces and green 

landscape, over 1,800 continual acres on main campus (Auburn University Facts and Figures, 

2024). The office’s Planning, Design, and Construction Department employs architects, 
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engineers, interior designers, landscape architects, and project planners and managers (Auburn 

University Facilities Management, 2021). Similar to many other universities of comparable size, 

the planning and construction of new buildings is conceptualized by on-campus design managers 

with involvement from the end user and client department (e.g., Dean or faculty). Successful 

campus design depends on participation from all stakeholders, including students and staff 

(Kaiser, 1975). This approach supports open communications with the goal of serving the 

academic community’s needs, while maintaining the character and image of the campus’ overall 

aesthetic. The environment and built setting effects a user’s well-being –physically, mentally, 

and emotionally (International Well Building Institute, 2019). In a competitive academic setting, 

these assets can also influence the initial recruitment of the student, and their success once on 

campus.   

 The campus Facilities Management department is responsible for the design 

development, implementation, and maintenance of campus spaces throughout the University.  

Meaning, if an interior space (social or academic) needs renovation, AUFM completes or 

coordinates the project to do so. Knowledge gained from this research aims to offer better insight 

to the international student’s perspective of campus interior spaces and provide additional 

valuable stakeholder response for more inclusively designed spaces. 

 

Research Methods 

Design 

 The research study consisted of surveyed responses, interviews, and observation. Survey 

responses were collected during the first fall semester of a student’s time on campus. The target 

population for this study was first year international students at AU within any class level, and 
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the sample population was a random sampling of that group, aligning the target population and 

the sample.  Survey responses were collected early in the semester; with two sets of interviews 

conducted during the early and late weeks of the semester. Interviewees were contacted for a 

follow up at the end of the semester, to allow for any change in experiences to be noted. This 

comparison allowed a student to reflect between the initial campus experience and the 

experience after some additional time to acclimate to the campus environment. The longitudinal 

method allows comparison of the first and second semesters to account for any change due to 

acclimation to the new environment. Petermans and Nuyts (2016) stated that the initial 

experience of being in a new space may boost feelings of happiness, but as the occupant 

becomes adjusted to the space, the happiness may wane. A first impression may not be undone, 

but the impression may change over time. This study aimed to explore that change over the 

course of the first semester on campus.  

During the early fall semester, new-to-campus international students were invited to 

respond to survey fliers posted around campus, and social media announcements. The 

respondents were asked to identify gender, nationality, and area of study. All included in the 

survey were incoming first-year international students; this was confirmed, through self-reported 

responses, prior to proceeding with the survey. An option to disclose their contact information 

and participate in a follow up interview was available at the end of the survey. This allowed for 

further discussion of the student’s specific experiences and offer a qualitative response through 

narrative inquiry. Also, researcher observation of the activity within the spaces was conducted 

early in the semester (September), as well as at the very end of the semester (December) to 

compare how the larger student population is utilizing the spaces.  
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The data points procured through the survey were correlated with observation hours and 

semi structured interview sets. This triangulation of three data sets added validity and credibility 

to the study. The observation showed how the larger student community utilizes these spaces, 

and the interview sessions allowed for additional salient data to be communicated.  

Data Collection 

 With support from the Office of International Programs, this study utilized a sample of 

international students enrolling in their first semester of studies at the university. The sampling 

method allowed for the sampling frame to align with the target population, as the target was 

international students at AU, and the sampling frame was pulled from first year international 

students at AU. The study included first year (at Auburn University) undergraduate and graduate 

international students, following them from the very beginning of the first fall semester and the 

very end of the same fall semester. The student demographic information, obtained by a brief 

questionnaire, within the survey, was assessed to identify the informants by their gender, age, 

and nationality. Auburn University Institutional Review Board approval was secured prior to the 

initial email and prior to any data collection or student contact. 

Solicitation 

 Solicitation for participation was be distributed by flyers and recruitment letters, posted 

to the social media accounts of the international clubs, Office of International Programs, and 

Auburn Abroad programs, as well as physical fliers around campus. The Office of International 

Programs requested that students are not contacted through direct email solicitation, however 

student organizations social media outlets may be utilized. The flier (see Appendix A) for 

participation was posted to raise interest to all incoming international students near the beginning 

of the fall semester, in August. 
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Target Participants 

Only individuals identified as international students, aged 18 years and older, who are 

enrolled for the first time at AU were included in the complete survey procedure. A gatekeeper 

question was used as a screening mechanism.  

1. Are you a first-year international student at Auburn University? 

A “no” response will automatically terminate the survey.  

The international student was then allowed to proceed in responding to the full 

questionnaire (see Appendix B). They may close out of the survey anytime.  

 The survey was linked in online social media, supported through international student 

clubs, and posted fliers with QR code posted physically in student spaces around campus, this 

allowed multiple opportunities for the student to see the solicitation flier and choose to part.  

Also, an anonymous link was provided as a web address for the survey. 

The online survey did not require any personal information from the students choosing to 

participate. No name, nor contact information was requested within the survey itself, only 

qualifying questions regarding first year status as an international student was requested, 

however if a student elected to participate further, they elected to provide their contact 

information. This information was only be available to the researcher, through the Qualtrics app, 

to schedule the interviews. 

Interview sessions followed the survey, with the goal of only 3-5 interviewees. This 

allowed for more elaboration and storytelling from the student’s perspective and allowed the 

student to add their own reality to the data set. This became important information as it provided 

additional context and examples of the actual lived experience otherwise not capturable through 
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online survey collection. Interview questions included elaboration on the sites from the survey 

and allowed for the student to tell more of their experience at that location (see Appendix B). 

Instrumentation 

Observation 

 During the early part of the semester, the researcher observed activities and usage of the 

spaces in questions related to this study. Observation protocol (Appendix D) was approved by 

the IRB. Observation hours included field notes of the types of activities, groupings, and 

interactions occurring within each space. The researcher remained a complete witness to the 

occupants and only observed general aspects of how the space was being used to confirm social 

activity and interactions are occurring. Field notes from the observation sessions included 

sketches of the layout, descriptions of activities and groupings of students within the spaces, and 

impressions of the overall space usage. This served as a point to validate the chosen locations for 

the study, as student-centered social spaces.  

 Through observation hours (one hour per location per session), the researcher took note 

of the type of students using the space but did not know if they are international or domestic 

students. This provided a baseline for how the general student community interacts with the 

setting. This also allowed the researcher to see firsthand how the furniture, layouts, and items 

within the space are potentially being moved or manipulated for use by the students.  

Participation questionnaire 

 The questionnaire (see Appendix B) has been developed to allow the international 

students the option to be included in the sample frame for the survey. The first screen of the 

questionnaire contained simple demographic questions, as well as validation questions to 

confirm the participant meets the criteria for the study. Due to the nature of an online survey, wet 
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signatures for the consent were not required, and this exemption was approved through the IRB 

(Appendix E). The gatekeeper question (previously stated) served as entrance into the survey, 

allowing only “yes” responses to proceed to the full survey. The questions in the survey focused 

on student centered social spaces across campus, including dining spaces. The survey was be 

completed using the Qualtrics app, allowing no identifiers to be necessary nor recorded from the 

participant. A QR code directed the participant from social media postings and fliers to the app 

for the survey, and an anonymous “aub.ie” link will be provided as well. 

The survey included open ended and scale rating sets of questions (see Appendix B), as 

well as images of spaces around campus will questions pertaining to that specific image. The 

questions allowed focused responses about the main buildings on campus which were designed 

for social interaction. The survey did not consider spaces assigned as academic spaces. The 

survey included images of interior spaces and questions pertaining to those specific spaces will 

be asked for their perception of the current interior design of the social areas. The photographs 

showed only the space itself and omitted or excluded images of people in the photos. The 

participants were asked to describe their experiences in these identified spaces on campus, as 

they relate to variables of social connection, sense of community, and place attachment; as well 

as rank their emotional and psychological response toward the spaces. Students were also asked 

to define the two of the main variables, social connection and belonging, in their own words. The 

survey then asked the students to consider what the design of the space they deem to be 

beneficial or hindering in each of these variables specifically. Finally, the participants were 

asked to provide feedback to discuss what they would change about the spaces to better promote 

the three variables. Four photographs were included in the online survey, and available for 
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viewing while the participants complete the assessment. The overall survey took no more than 

15-20 minutes in total. 

 The spaces included were major public, common spaces (the Melton Student Center 

common space, Foy Hall common space) and major public dining halls (Village Dining and 

Central Dining Hall). These spaces were chosen as they are designed specifically for social 

interaction and inclusion for all students across campus. A total of four interior photos were to be 

shown of the spaces for consideration. Photos of each space have been taken with care to ensure 

no humans are present in the photos, only the furniture and space itself will be included in the 

images. The images were presented in color format, ahead of the questions pertaining to that 

specific image.  

 The images presented in the survey were reviewed by professional University interior 

designers at peer institutions. These designers confirmed these spaces represent “social spaces” 

on a university campus. Through a professional organization, The Association of University 

Interior Designers, the images were presented in a survey format allowing members to agree, 

disagree, or remain neutral when asked if the image represents a typical social area on a college 

campus. Nine interior designers, from differing institutions, confirmed all spaces resemble a 

typical area designed for social interactions on a college campus. None dissented the proposed 

images fit the space function. Two of the nine stated dining spaces “might be” included in the 

“social spaces” description. This confirmation adds validity to the instrumentation used within 

the survey. 
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Figure 4: Melton Student Center  

 

Figure 5: Foy Hall 
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Figure 6: Central “The Edge” Dining Hall 
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Figure 7: Village Dining Hall 

 

 The goal of the survey was to increase the depth of knowledge and understanding of 

concerns presented by international students, as they specifically relate to their social interaction, 

sense of community, and place attachment felt toward AU campus buildings. Additionally, this 

survey aimed to find common themes of experience within these spaces. 

Participant Interview 

 Further qualitative data was then collected through interview activities after the survey 

collection. The participants had an option to self-select to provide contact information to the 
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researcher at the end of the survey and engage in an interview to narrate their personal 

experiences related to belonging on campus. The interviews occurred on campus, in a setting 

convenient to the participant, and recorded for transcription. This narrative information provided 

further insight and details of the lived experiences of these students and allowed for more salient 

information to be shared in their own words. Allowing space for students to tell their story, and 

for the researcher to glimpse into their lived experience, helped validate the survey findings and 

also added additional context to the data. The interview sessions took no more than one hour per 

interviewee per session. 

 The interviews were semi structured, allowing for some flexibility depending on the 

responses from the participant, and the direction they wish to carry the conversation. Transcripts 

from the interviews were available for the participants to review and confirm, and direct quotes 

used in the results and discussion of the research objectives. The same students contacted for the 

first set of interviews were contacted for the second, follow up, set to allow for longitudinal 

comparison of experiences. The participants chose to have their name and identity concealed 

through the use of a pseudonym of their choosing, or omissions of their name, to protect their 

identity and privacy. Their enrollment class or department was reported accurately for context, 

the preference for identifying was the student’s decision, and the researcher followed their 

preference direction.  

Data analysis 

Observation data 

 The information collected during the hours of observation was used to confirm and 

validate the space usage. This provided an overview of how the settings are being utilized by 

students during typical days on campus. 



43 

 

Participation questionnaire data 

The demographic responses were analyzed and assessed using descriptive statistics for a 

full report of those interested in participating. The demographic responses provided an overview 

of the responses and allowed the researcher to group the self-identified gender response as well 

as the number of nationalities represented. 

 Statistical analysis was run on the closed responses from the questionnaire, including the 

frequency of response. Open ended question responses were analyzed using thematic narrative 

analysis to identify themes and trends. This type of analysis allows for the better understanding 

and comprehension of individuals viewpoint and experiences based in qualitative data collection. 

Utilizing this tool allowed greater understanding of how the student’s experiences have shaped 

their perspective.  

 Also, a scale rating based on the response to the photograph of the space and was be 

assessed for frequency of answer among the informants. The scale was used to rate the 

statements to assess how the informants feel about each space listed and the social spaces within 

the campus environment. The frequencies of the responses provided more insight to basic 

statements about each location. 

 Every precaution was taken to ensure privacy of the informants during the data analysis, 

with no personal identifying information available to the researcher, unless the participant self-

elects to participate further. 

Participant Interview data  

 Responses from the interview sessions were transcribed and reviewed for accuracy. 

These responses were used to validate and correlate the survey data and to help triangulate the 

results. The interview responses were used in the document as quotations to add context and 
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additional salient information to the statistical responses. This also allowed the participants more 

space to elaborate on their feelings about the spaces and being a new member of the campus 

community, and to be heard in their own words. The names of the interviewees were changed or 

omitted completely to protect their privacy in the document; however, their nationality was 

accurately reported.  

These narratives and revelations of individual experiences and perceptions of campus 

allowed insight into the daily life of the students. Through their own words and storytelling, the 

interviews provided a glimpse into some of the unique impressions each student holds of campus 

and their position as part of the overall student population. Allowing the space for these students 

to freely discuss their positive and negative experiences on campus added context and brought 

forth compelling examples of successes and failures in design implementation around campus.   

CHAPTER IV: 

PRESENTATION OF RESEARCH 

 Through various methodologies for data completion, and triangulation of methods for 

validation, this research has produced the following data. The participants in this study were self-

identified first-year (to Auburn University) international students of any class level. To protect 

the identity of the student's participant, no evidence was requested other than a simple ‘yes or no’ 

response to validate this information. A total of 33 individuals completed the Qualtrics survey, 

with 5 of those choosing to continue to participate in interview sessions. The respondents 

represented approximately 10% of the new to Auburn International student population.  

Sampling of Participants Of the respondents to the survey 48.48% identified as female, and 

51.52% identified as male students. Participants ranged in age from 18 years old to the eldest 
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participant being 53 years of age. The participants also varied in their nationality. The following 

countries are represented in the results: 

Middle East 

Honduras 

Colombia 

Bangladesh 

China 

Brazil 

Spain 

India 

Nigeria 

Ghana 

Guatemala 

Saudi Arabia 

Chile 

Sir Lanka 

Denmark 

South Africa 

Academic Representation The participants also represented a variety of academic study 

departments. Agriculture and COSAM represented the majority of respondents, with 21.21% 

each. Other fields of high representation include Engineering (15.15%), Business (12.12%), and 

Human Sciences/Humanities (12.12%). The remaining departments included Liberal Arts 

(9.09%), Architectural/Building Sciences (3.03%) and “other” listed at 6.06%, which included 

Hospitality Management as a write in response.  

Campus Factors Most of the respondents do not live on campus (78.79%) with only 21.21% 

living in campus housing. Most reported their time spent on campus as “sometimes” 37.50% and 

29.17% reporting they rarely spend free time on campus. Half of the participants believe campus 

offers spaces to socialize with others (50.5%), with 41.67% being more unsure, responding 

“maybe”. 8.33% responded that campus does not offer places for socialization.  
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 When responding to “Where do you prefer to hang out with your friends on campus?” 

many wrote in responses including the Student Center, library, cafes or restaurants, and green 

spaces outside. Additionally, the vast majority of respondents did feel as though Auburn 

University’s campus was an important place in their lives (78.26%), with 17.39 % stating they 

are unsure, and 4.35% replying that it is not an important place. Finally, most respondents 

reported only feeling as if they belonged on campus “sometimes”, 39.13%, and reporting “often” 

was 34.78%. Unfortunately, 8.7% of the respondents did not feel like they belonged on campus, 

reporting seldom or rarely.  

Space Analysis by Location 

 In the following portions of the Qualtrics survey, participants were asked to respond to an 

image showing a location on campus designed for socialization and interaction. These spaces 

were intentionally chosen to not represent academic or living spaces. The images were confirmed 

by a panel of nine university interior designers from across the country as spaces appearing to be 

designed for social activity and following similar design to their campuses for social spaces.  

 When responding to the images, the participants responded to four actions: spent time 

with friends, spent time alone, eaten a meal, attended a function. They also responded to three 

feelings: felt welcomed, felt unwelcome, and felt accepted.  

Melton Student Center (MSC) 

 In response to the MSC, 47.62 % stated the MSC allows them to be social and engage 

with others, and another 47.62% responded with the median response of “maybe”. 4.76% stated 

the space did not allow them to be social. 33.33% of the respondents chose to spend free time on 

campus in the MSC, 14.29% chose not to spend their free time here. Additionally, 45% stated 

they do feel like they are making positive memories of their time at Auburn University while in 
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the MSC, 45% felt they might be making positive memories, and 10% did not feel as though 

they were making positive memories in this location.  

 When responding to various activities while in the space, the participants responded in 

the following manner: 

Table 1.1 

Melton Student Center Activities Occurrence 

Table 1.1 indicates many survey respondents visited the MSC to attend functions. This 

data corresponds with the interview research data suggesting students tend to visit this location 

for a specific purpose, or specific activity. Many respondents also indicate they have not eaten a 

meal in the MSC, although four dining venues exist within the building. Additionally, the 

research supports that international students do spend time here with friends, but definitely spend 

time here alone.   

Table 1.2 

Melton Student Center Feelings Occurrence 

Feeling Definitely 

Not 

Probably 

Not 

Might or 

Might Not 

Probably 

Yes 

Definitely 

Yes 

Felt 

welcomed 

0.00% 9.52% 19.05% 28.57% 42.86% 

Felt 

unwelcomed 

61.90% 0.00% 14.29% 19.05% 4.76% 

Felt accepted 0.00% 4.76% 9.52% 38.10% 47.62% 

 

Activities Definitely 

Not 

Probably 

Not 

Might or 

Might Not 

Probably 

Yes 

Definitely 

Yes 

Spent with 

Friends 

19.05% 9.52% 28.57% 23.81% 19.05% 

Spent time 

Alone 

19.05% 19.05% 19.05% 19.05% 23.81% 

Eaten a Meal 28.57% 23.81% 4.76% 23.81% 19.05% 

Attended a 

Function or 

Event 

4.76% 9.52% 14.29% 14.29% 57.17% 
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Table 1.2 reports respondents feedback about emotions they experience while in the 

MSC. However, interestingly the respondents were not as firm in their response of feeling 

welcome (divided between “probably yes” and “definitely yes”) compared to feeling unwelcome, 

which received a stronger response of “definitely not”. According to the findings, the MSC does 

encourage feelings of welcoming and belonging while in the space. The respondents also 

indicate they felt accepted while in this space, with none responding they definitely did not feel 

accepted while in the space.  

 Of those interviewed, 4 out of 5 stated the MSC was not a place they chose to spend a lot 

of free time, and added they only tended to go there for a function or specific purpose.  The need 

for purposeful places came up repeatedly during the interview process. Participants mentioned 

going to MSC for ISO meetings or to the newly designed e-sports room, but they would not 

prefer to spend time there outside of those events. An undergraduate student stated they would 

often use headphones in the MSC, a way to symbolize they were not interested in interacting 

with others in this location. A PhD level student stated they only used the MSC as a “pass 

through” space, and it feels like another version of a library, when it’s intended to be more of a 

third space.  

One student did have many positive thoughts related to the MSC. They saw this as a 

place that was vibrant, intentionally designed for the younger students (this student was a PhD 

candidate.) They equated the MSC space to an airport, where there are plenty of places to go and 

find seating options, places to eat, and activities. The PhD student also stated this as a location to 

blend all the various generations of students together on campus, from Gen Z to older students, 

stating everyone could “blend in”.  
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Throughout the semester, minor changes related to the furniture placement were made by 

the staff of the MSC. One student commented on this in the late semester follow up interview, 

seeing it as an encouraging change. They felt a reorientation of the furniture placement allowed 

them to share space with others while maintaining their own personal space. This included 

changes to have sofas facing one another, which during observations, it was noted students 

tended to sit caddy cornered, but still within the same grouping as strangers.   

  Foy Hall 

 In response to the Foy Hall, 42.11 % stated the space allows them to be social and engage 

with others, and another 42.11% responded with the median response of “maybe”. 15.79% stated 

the space did not allow them to be social. The majority of respondents chose not to spend free 

time at Foy Hall, 52.63%.  However, 44.44% did believe they were making positive memories of 

Auburn University when they did spend time here, and 50% responded “maybe” to positive 

memories, with 5.56% responding no.  

 When responding to various activities while in the space, the participants responded in 

the following manner: 

Table 2.1 

Foy Hall Activities Occurrence 

Activities Definitely 

Not 

Probably 

Not 

Might or 

Might Not 

Probably 

Yes 

Definitely 

Yes 

Spent with 

Friends 

21.05% 21.05% 26.32% 21.05% 10.53% 

Spent time 

Alone 

15.79% 26.32% 21.05% 15.79% 21.05% 

Eaten a Meal 42.11% 10.53% 15.79% 15.79% 15.79% 

Attended a 

Function or 

Event 

0.00% 5.26% 21.05% 26.32% 47.37%  
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Table 2.1 suggests many respondents visit Foy Hall for specific events or functions. The 

Office of International Students is located in Foy Hall, which may influence this finding, as 

many international students come to this location to work with their international advisors. This 

location also seems to be a place where international students spend time, both alone and with 

friends, however the responding students were fairly evenly varied between yes and no 

responses. There are only two dining venues now in Foy Hall, many respondents have not eaten 

a meal at either of those venues.  

 Responding to the feelings of belonging while in Foy Hall, participants responded: 

Table 2.2 

Foy Hall Feelings Occurrence 

Feeling Definitely 

Not 

Probably 

Not 

Might or 

Might Not 

Probably 

Yes 

Definitely 

Yes 

Felt 

welcomed 

0.00% 0.00% 21.05% 36.84% 42.11% 

Felt 

unwelcomed 

57.89% 26.32% 15.79% 0.00% 0.00% 

Felt accepted 0.00% 0.00% 10.53% 31.58% 57.89% 

  

Most respondents felt welcome and accepted within Foy Hall. This may, again, be 

contributed to the Office of International Programs. Many of the students interviewed suggested 

this is one the first places they visit on campus and are often met with helpful people at this 

location. 

 Of the participants interviewed, two specifically preferred Foy Hall as a place to sit and 

spend time outside of classes. As Foy Hall is home to the International Students Office, this 

location is one of the first places many international students visit on campus. Foy Hall is where 

they go if they need help with documentation, or getting classes sorted. One MS level student 

discussed the furniture layout of Foy as somewhere they could spend time, but still be around 
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others. The student specifically commented on being within a comfortable distance to the help 

desk, utilizing their services if needed, but still having enough distance to sit alone. They found 

the seating layout to be ample and have enough variety to choose how to use the space, alone or 

in a small group. This student also shared they found Foy Hall “relaxing” compared to the MSC, 

where bold colors and music play constantly.  

Another PhD student also shared a similar response to Foy Hall as a “place to gather” 

with a good ambience to the design. The ability to move furniture around to accommodate 

groups or singles was important, and the space to spread out without feeling like they were 

congested led to this student choosing to spend time in Foy Hall. 

  The Edge Dining Hall 

 The Central “Edge” dining hall is new to campus and sits very central to most of the 

general academic buildings. The building is newly constructed and opened in 2021 academic 

year.  

In response to the Edge Dining Hall, 35.29 % stated the space allows them to be social 

and engage with others, and the majority 64.71% responded with the median response of 

“maybe”. Many of the respondents chose not to spend free time at the Edge Dining Hall, 

35.29%, or only maybe chose to spend time there, 47.06%. Only 17.65% chose to spend free 

time at the Edge. Response to memory making at the Edge represented 56.25% responding 

“maybe”. 37.50% said yes, they felt positive memories were being made at this location, and 

6.25% did not.  

 When responding to various activities while in the space, the participants responded in 

the following manner: 
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Table 3.1 

Central “Edge” Dining Activities Occurrence 

While the Edge Dining Hall is specifically designed as a destination for dining purposes, 

only a relatively small percentage of responding international student have eaten a meal here. 

Many indicated they have not spent time with friends in this location, suggesting they have not 

visited the location at all. Through exploration of this in the interviews, two of the interviewees 

elaborated on this data by sharing difficulties in knowing what was on the menu, not enjoying 

the style of tables, and trouble finding places to sit with friends.  

Responding to the feelings of belonging while in the Edge Dining Hall, participants 

responded: 

Table 3.2 

Central “Edge” Dining Feelings Occurrence 

Feeling Definitely 

Not 

Probably 

Not 

Might or 

Might Not 

Probably 

Yes 

Definitely 

Yes 

Felt 

welcomed 

11.76% 11.76% 17.65% 11.76% 47.06% 

Felt 

unwelcomed 

52.94% 23.53% 11.76% 11.76% 0.00% 

Felt accepted 5.88% 5.88% 29.41% 23.53% 35.29% 

Although many respondents indicated they had not visited the Edge Dining Hall to enjoy 

a meal, most do find this location to be welcoming and accepting.  

Activities Definitely 

Not 

Probably 

Not 

Might or 

Might Not 

Probably 

Yes 

Definitely 

Yes 

Spent with 

Friends 

41.18% 0.00% 29.41% 5.88% 23.53% 

Spent time 

Alone 

35.29% 11.76% 23.53% 17.65% 11.76% 

Eaten a Meal 41.18% 5.88% 11.76% 17.65% 23.53% 

Attended a 

Function or 

Event 

29.41% 17.65% 29.41% 11.76% 11.76% 
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The dining hall experiences were some of the most drastically different between 

undergraduate and graduate level interviewees. The undergraduates spent more time in the 

dining hall, due to the required meal plans, compared to the graduate or PhD level students.  

One student, an undergraduate, spent time in the Edge and commented it was a “cool 

design” and somewhere they would usually go with a friend, but that the tables made it difficult 

to eat with someone. This student stated they would sit side by side at the bar table, which was 

not conducive for conversation. They shared it was difficult to accommodate larger groups in 

this space due to the furniture arrangements. They did frequent this dining hall alone though. The 

students who did visit this dining location had similar impressions of the design of the space, it 

looked nice but was not the most comfortable for groups to go together. When visiting the Edge 

as a solo diner, the student shared they prefer to sit on the second level (when available) to see 

out over the space. 

The Village Dining Hall 

 This dining hall sits adjacent to a larger community of residence halls, and slightly more 

off center of campus. This hall was recently renovated in 2019.  

In response to the Village Dining Hall, 40.00 % stated the space allows them to be social 

and engage with others, and 46.67% responded with the median response of “maybe”. 

Additionally, 13.33% of respondents stated the Village Dining Hall did not allow them the 

opportunity to be social. Many of the respondents chose not to or only to spend free time at the 

Village Dining Hall, 46.67% each, only 6.67% chose to spend free time at the Village. Response 

to memory making at the Village represented 57.14% responding “maybe”. 14.29% said yes, 

they felt positive memories were being made at this location, and 28.57% did not.  
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 When responding to various activities while in the space, the participants responded in 

the following manner: 

Table 4.1 

Village Dining Activities Occurrence 

  Similarly to the data reports from the Edge Dining Hall, most of the respondents 

indicated they had not visited Village Dining Hall to eat a meal. Again, this location is 

specifically designed as a dining concept, with a main access point of entry and “all you care to 

eat” options. Also, most respondents indicated they did not chose to spend time with friends nor 

alone at Village Dining.  

 Similar to the Edge dining hall, the graduate level students indicated they did not 

spend time in the Village dining hall, however the undergraduate level students spent time there. 

One undergraduate from Korea stated this was their preferred dining hall to spend time due to its 

location near their program classroom building. Some in the interview sessions did share a 

preference for the Village Dining Hall compared to the Edge Dining Hall due to it’s location, and 

the types of tables and seating offered for smaller groups of people.  

Responding to the feelings of belonging while in the Village Dining Hall, participants 

responded: 

 

Activities Definitely 

Not 

Probably 

Not 

Might or 

Might Not 

Probably 

Yes 

Definitely 

Yes 

Spent with 

Friends 

46.67% 13.33% 33.33% 0.00% 6.67% 

Spent time 

Alone 

46.67% 6.67% 26.67% 13.33% 6.67% 

Eaten a Meal 40.00% 20.00% 20.00% 0.00% 20.00% 

Attended a 

Function or 

Event 

40.00% 20.00% 26.67% 6.67% 6.67% 
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Table 4.2 

Village Dining Feelings Occurrence 

Feeling Definitely 

Not 

Probably 

Not 

Might or 

Might Not 

Probably 

Yes 

Definitely 

Yes 

Felt 

welcomed 

6.67% 6.67% 40.00% 0.00% 46.67% 

Felt 

unwelcomed 

64.29% 0.00% 28.57% 0.00% 7.14% 

Felt accepted 6.67% 13.33% 33.33% 0.00% 46.67% 

Once again, similarly to the other dining hall included in the survey, most student express 

feelings of being welcomed and accepted within the Village Dining space.  

One student stated they like this dining option as it was “a little quieter, and less chaotic” 

compared to the Edge, but shared that it felt a bit older. The student shared their preference of the 

Village TigerZone’s table size and placement for groups or shared meals. 

Observation Report  

To better experience the types of interactions and activities taking place at these 

locations, one hour of observation was spent at each location during a typical semester day. 

During these times, it was observed that a mix of individuals and groups were visiting each 

location, with a greater population of students using the MSC compared to Foy Hall. The Edge 

and Village Dining Halls were equally as busy during the observation days, which included the 

lunch hour for two days. During the observation, the MSC was hosting an event in the second 

floor lobby, the common seating space for social activity. This congested the remaining furniture 

to one half of the space and added to the number of people in that location during the time. This 

resulted in people searching for seats and sitting on the floor. There were few people, mostly 

sitting alone or talking quietly together. Along the third floor balcony, the MSC has flags 

hanging from various international counties, these are openly visible to the seating areas on the 
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second floor as they hang overhead. Foy Hall was quieter during observation, compared to the 

MSC.  

In these two spaces, the seating groups consist mostly of soft seating, lounge seating, and 

occasional (low top) tables. Below is a floor plan of each furniture arrangement. These types of 

seating configurations typically include heavier pieces of furniture that may be difficult to move 

freely. Each space does also include some tables and chair options as well.   

Figure 8 shows the layout of furniture, at the time of this research, along the first floor of 

the Melton Student Center. This space has a glass curtain wall along the south wall, overlooking 

at patio with exterior seating. Adjacent to this seating location is the Game Room and a newly 

renovated Starbucks Coffee. Along the glass wall are high top round tables, with two stool per 

table. Opposite the glass wall are two long community style tables with chairs. These are typical 

seated height at 29”, and the chairs are easily moved about the space as needed to support 

various sized groups. Bookending the two large tables are soft seating configurations of sofas 

with a coffee table. Additionally, there is a soft upholstered bench along the entrance wall to the 

game room. The flooring in this space is a wood look luxury vinyl tile, which meets carpet tile at 

the entrance of the game room.  

On the second level of the Melton Student Center (Figure 9 floorplan) many options for 

various seating choices are placed throughout a central atrium space. These include sofas with 

coffee tables, tables with chairs, and some booth seating with tables. Some of the softa (with the 

curved backs) have a higher back to offer some additional privacy. The carpet in this location is a 

mix of blue, grey, and green carpet tiles. Overhead hang flags over various countries represented 

by the student population. 
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Figure 8:Melton Student Center First Floor Furniture Plan 
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Figure 9: Melton Student Center Second Floor Furniture Plan 
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Figure 10: Foy Hall Main Floor Furniture Plan 

Figure 10 is a floor plan of the current furniture layout in Foy Hall. On the west side of 

this floorplan are the offices for the Office of International Programs. This building is a bit older 
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compared to the Melton Student Center, with lower ceiling heights, and exposed brick walls. 

Along the east side of the floorplan are windows looking out onto a lawn space. The seating in 

this location includes individual soft upholstered chairs with tablet arms for a notebook or laptop. 

Additionally, round tables with chairs are positioned just outside of the OIP offices for advising 

sessions or informal meetings. The flooring in this location is a combination of carpet tiles in 

blue and grey hues, and brick tiles. 

 The dining venues, shown in Figures 11 and 12, each have tables and chairs, and some 

soft booth or banquette style seating. The Edge Dining (Figure 11) offers a range of types of 

seating including high top seating, community tables, and low four top tables. There are also 

single and double sized banquette seating groups. The south wall is glass, overlooking 

greenspace and the MSC. The north wall is also glass and overlooks a new academic building. 

Above this floor, a second floor surround the perimeter offering tables and individual seating 

along the railing. The dining options are located throughout the space, offering a variety of food 

choices. 

 At Village Dining, shown in Figure 12, long community tables have been pushed 

together in more of a cafeteria style. They are flanked by low four top tables and large circular 

booth seating groups. This location includes two independent food options, and then a larger “all 

you care to eat” option behind a price wall. The food service is centrally located along the east 

side of the building, with seating along the west side of the building. Additionally, small sofas 

with individual lounge chairs are tucked into the window bays along the west of the building. 

This location also offers a room reservable for private groups. 

 



61 

 

  

Figure 11: Central Dining Hall “The Edge” Furniture Plan 
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Figure 12: Village Dining Furniture Plan 
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Noise levels in three of the spaces: MSC, the Edge Dining, and Village Dining are 

moderate to loud, Foy Hall was a bit quieter. MSC, the Edge Dining, and Village Dining all have 

ambient pop music playing over the sound systems. The noise helps to mask personal 

conversations held in the space and allow users to talk freely. Foy Hall, with a quieter overall 

ambiance and seems more accommodating to individual time and thought.  

Colors are present throughout all the spaces. The MSC is the boldest with vibrant lime 

green, navy blues, and tones of gray. The flooring is a mix of all the colors, and the walls are also 

bold colors. The upholstery on the furniture combines colors and includes much of the lime 

green and navy. Village Dining is the second most vibrant with large panels of colored glass 

separating a private reservable group dining space. The upholstery on the booth seating has jewel 

tones woven into a neural background, and the flooring is a mix of light and dark hexagons. The 

Edge Dining also has color, combining orange with neutrals. Booth upholstery includes a burnt 

orange color, and some lounge seating includes shades of teal. The overall aesthetic of this space 

is more neutral with splashes of color in specific locations. Finally, Foy Hall is again the most 

subdued. This space mostly includes gray and navy tones, with bold wall graphics highlighting 

wayfinding features. The interviewees all held preference aesthetically for more modern 

designed spaces and mature design elements such as color. Many spoke to the bold colors of the 

MSC as an overwhelming factor in space, but some also felt a “heaviness” to the darker colors in 

Foy Hall.  

Interview Data  

International students coming to an American campus have a unique experience, specific 

to coming to a new culture and entering a new phase of development during the college years. As 

indicated through the previous literature, this transition can lead to many challenges and 
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emotions related to belonging and feeling like they are truly connected to campus. Through one-

on-one interviews, students were able to tell some of their personal stories reflecting on their 

transition to campus. Within the survey, open ended questions allowed for students to define the 

variables of social connection and belonging for themselves. These definitions were applied in 

the coding framework guiding the interview analysis. In total five individuals agreed to an in-

person interview, and four of the five completed a follow up interview later in the semester, 

during the last month of classes. These took place in various locations around Auburn 

University’s main campus, at the participants' convenience during the day. Locations included: 

RBD Library study rooms, the graduate business building, and Rane Culinary Center. One 

individual preferred to meet outside in a courtyard space near a residence hall. The meetings 

lasted between 20-45 minutes, and interviews were recorded and then transcribed. The 

transcriptions were sent to the interviewees for review and confirmation of accuracy per their 

memory of the conversation. 

The five individuals ranged in student status from undergraduate to PhD candidates. Two 

were PhD level, one was a Masters’ student, and two were undergraduates. This diversity 

provides an assortment of personal experience and allows for varied context of experience by the 

different student levels. An undergraduate student potentially experiences very different day to 

day activities compared to a PhD student. This was evident through the interview responses, as 

the undergraduate students related visiting different locations around campus compared to the 

upper-level graduate students. Also, the student engagement experiences differed as well, with 

the undergraduate and Masters’ level students attending more organization sponsored events for 

students, compared to the PhD students, who rarely attended events, or felt like they were not 

invited to attend the events. Many of the “welcome to campus” events hosted by the University 
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during the first part of the fall semester are primarily geared towards the undergraduate 

population, leaving graduate students to find their own social circle.  

Through the interview process, participants were able to tell stories of how they have 

experienced life on campus since arriving and tell what they might find beneficial for future 

design and planning to help them feel more engaged on campus. All five participants agreed the 

vibe or aesthetic of the space influenced their decision to spend time at that location. One 

interviewee commented, “If I find that [the design] looks really nice I would probably go there a 

lot.”  

International students coming to an American campus have a unique experience, specific 

to coming to a new culture and entering a new phase of development during the college years. As 

indicated through the previous literature, this transition can lead to many challenges and 

emotions related to belonging and feeling like they are truly connected to campus. Through one 

on one interviews, students were able to tell some of their personal stories reflecting on their 

transition to campus. Within the survey, open ended questions allowed for students to define the 

variables of social connection and belonging for themselves. These definitions were applied in 

the thematic framework reviewing interview data.  

 When asked to define “social connection” in their own words, students responded with 

ways in which they interact with others, get to know other people, and engaging with groups to 

meet new people. Social connection is a way of making friends and having fun talking with 

them, on a more intimate level rather than a disengaged passing salutation. One student defined 

this as “get[ting] to know people from different cultures” and another as “a meaningful 

relationship in which both parties mutually will [better] one another and engage in its pursuits”. 

Understanding how international students viewed the concept of social connection leads to a 
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better understanding of how they prefer to engage within spaces to facilitate those connections. 

Additional definitions included: joining in events, working towards the same goal, and 

developing meaningful relationships. Relating this understanding to the campus spaces in 

question, half of the students responding felt campus offered places to connect with others. 

However, students also acknowledge that while places can be socially engaging, they should also 

offer places to have a private moment, and there are few places to “sit and chill”.  One student 

specifically stated “more personal sites” as a need in the planning of the MSC spaces. 

Additionally, during an interview, one undergraduate participant stated they became nervous 

when going into the social spaces on campus as a new student, typically choosing to use 

headphones or play on their laptop or phone “even if there was nothing pressing on there”, rather 

than interacting with others.  

 The survey also requested participants to offer their own definition of “belonging”. 

Again, this allows a framework for future themes within the interview analysis. Some of the 

students’ definitions included emotional verbiage like “genuine”, “feeling loved” and the safety 

to express themselves. One answer specifically stands out, the word “family”. The University 

community often touts itself as a “family” as a way of identifying the closeness of the group of 

Auburn supporters. This word was implemented into the interviews when appropriate to discuss 

the feelings of belonging to the larger community setting. Students also expressed the need to 

feel included and like they have a place throughout the open-ended definition responses. Some 

identified the need of a place being meaningful and comfortable, which leads also into place 

attachment.  
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

 As the literature supports, the physical built environment elicits emotional and mental 

responses of occupants within the space. Using three means of research protocol, this research 

learned more about the unique experiences first year international students hold when coming to 

campus for their first semester, and what emotions the campus spaces are drawing forth. Through 

this research, niche demographic’s experiences were brought to light to share participants 

specific experiences and their stories. 

 Examination of the survey results and learning of specific instances of experience in 

these spaces by international students leads to better understanding of the campus spaces in 

relation to the research objectives posed previously. Some participants also shared how other 

students and university faculty/staff have played a role in acquainting them to campus. These 

interactions helped build a sense of community and belonging for the new student in many 

instances and provided a social structure in which the students were encouraged to explore 

campus. The concept of other individuals also playing a role in one’s own perceptions of 

belonging and inclusion was also evident in the survey responses, thus supporting the need for 

social support structures to be in place throughout the transition to campus life.  

Research Objective 1: (a) To explore how AU campus facilities promote or hinder social 

interaction for international students and (b) to explore why/how international students think 

campus places promote or hinder social interaction.  

 Students have a choice in how and where they prefer to go on campus to meet friends, 

engage with a group organization, and spend their free time. While many of the participants in 
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this study reported only sometimes spending time with friends in the four spaces explored, the 

interview process provided additional insights as to their experiences within the locations.  

Throughout the interview discussions, four specific places were discussed: Foy Student 

Union, the Melton Student Center, Central Edge Dining Hall, and the TigerZone Village Dining 

Hall. These four places are designed for social uses, however the students’ experiences were 

varied. 

Through the qualitative interviews and pairing interview data with the data from the 

survey results, it seems to support the concept that the design of a location is important to 

building social connections in that location. The social spaces on campus, while intentionally 

designed to support engagement and activity within the space, seem to be missing some intention 

and purpose to the place. While a campus does need spaces to wait between classes, according to 

the survey and observations results, having more purpose based design elements, such as group 

spaces or activity based spaces could encourage students of all class standings to engage with 

others while in them.  

One PhD student, who has attended multiple other schools around the world took note of 

the lack of gathering spaces for students. This student shared an experience of a school in 

Barcelona where, after classes, everyone from the building could congregate together in a 

common area before dispersing. The student shared that they felt as though there was no places 

to do that on Auburn’s campus, and felt it distracts from the overall experience for students. This 

student also shared, during the late semester interview, that they noticed groups of students 

sitting on the floors of academic buildings between classes, with no other places to gather. This 

lack suggests a need to incorporate gathering places throughout campus to promote a sense of 

social connection among all students, but especially international students. 
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As dining is often a social activity in the U.S, the ability to move comfortably throughout 

the spaces and have the flexibility to reconfigure the spaces to accommodate groups of all sizes 

is important for social connectedness. While it seems the main two dining venues on campus are 

designed intentionally with specific aesthetics in mind, they have missed the mark on flexibility 

in favor of quantity of seats. Additionally, as the graduate level students explained, the dining 

halls are behind a price wall, limiting access to see the environment before choosing to enter.  

Based on these survey results and observation results, it could be inferred that there is a 

lack of spaces throughout campus for students to casually interact with one another. While many 

buildings do offer some common space in atriums or lobby areas, these type places are not 

consistent throughout the whole of campus, and this could be a hindrance to student’s social 

interaction levels. 

Research Objective 2: (a) To explore how AU campus facilities promote or hinder a sense of 

community for international students and (b) to explore why/how international students think 

campus places promote or hinder their sense of community. 

 The University offers many welcoming programs and events are offered by the 

University and various student organizations, specifically during the “First 56” days of the fall 

semester. These are intended for students to have the opportunity to engage with other students, 

and form connections with others in their same cohort. While undergraduate students were more 

likely to attend these initial events, and then chose to attend subsequent events, graduate and 

doctoral students were not. One interviewee, a PhD student, stated they did not feel they were 

supposed to be at the welcoming events, but did not have other opportunities to attend anything 

similar as an upper-level student. This participant has found a smaller community within the 

Biggio Center, a location on campus specifically for professional collaboration, which many 
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Graduate Teaching Assistants utilize. This student felt more comfortable in the Biggio location 

as there were other graduate and PhD level students there, and the space felt more professional 

compared to the spaces typically used by undergraduates.  

 Many of the students interviewed are participants in the International Student 

Organization and various specific associations related to their nationality. These clubs often use 

the MSC as it offers many meeting rooms for various groups through the reservation process. 

During the course of the interviews this was brought up several times and is considered a way for 

many international students to find their community at Auburn. These rooms are flexible and 

may include tables and chairs or just chairs depending on the needs of the groups.  

 One student, a MS student, shared that they use the spaces on campus, specifically at the 

MSC, as a meeting place for other international students they met through ISO. This space 

requires no reservation, and their group likes to meet there for a match. 

 Participants also spoke of feelings related to exclusion through the campus design. This 

was specifically a comment in reference to the dining halls, as one PhD candidate stated “It feels 

private. It feels like it doesn’t belong to the students. It feels like something very exclusive” 

when discussing access to a dining hall on campus. These type perceptions suggest to 

newcomers they need some sort of permission or access to be granted to use the space, and they 

do not have it. Understanding how the space itself is communicating this to newcomers is an 

example of transaction of dialogue between the space and the occupant. Additionally, a PhD 

student reflected on a struggle to understand how to utilize spaces on campus: 

 “Maybe they just don’t teach you how to use the spaces that are available…I don’t know 

what you can do here and what you can’t do. I don’t know what society accepts”.  
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The student was unsure how to appropriately use the spaces, underscoring the behavior setting 

theory is at play here, and the spaces are not accurately communicating their intended use 

(transactional theory) to the student. 

Research Objective 3: (a) To explore how AU campus facilities promote or hinder place 

attachment to campus for international students and (b) to explore why/how international 

students think campus places promote or hinder place attachment to campus. 

 Throughout the interview process, students repeatedly stated they felt connected to 

campus, and part of the community of students at Auburn University. However, a lack of interest 

separating the buildings from one another, and confusion of wayfinding with the spaces led to 

frustrations caused by the facilities themselves.  

 Of those interviewed, one student recalled a negative experience held in the MSC and 

relates that to their feelings about campus spaces themselves and belonging within the spaces. 

They stated they chose not to go to this place because of one bad experience. Others reflected 

upon the perceived barriers to entry in the functionality of the spaces around campus, like the 

price wall at the dining halls and the reservations system at the library as negative experiences. 

Hearing how these perceived barriers have impacted their satisfaction with using the spaces 

around campus underscores the connection to transaction theory. The interviewees commented 

on the “maze” of buildings on campus, and the confusion they experienced in those places. 

These negative experiences impact how the students may or may not choose to revisit a place on 

campus, especially if the negative experience occurs early in their time on campus. 

 Many of the students felt a strong connection to the campus related to their field of study 

or reasonings for selecting Auburn University in general. However, distinction between 



72 

 

buildings on campus, and clearer wayfinding could increase the feeling of knowing campus and 

truly feeling a sense of connection to the campus environment.  

Research Objective 4: To explore a potential association between places ranking high in sense 

of community and place attachment to the University, among international students. 

 When asked this question specifically, during the interview process, this often caused 

students to pause and consider their response.  

 One student, a MS level student from Nigeria, put it simply “the place makes the people”. 

This student has found ways to become involved through various groups and community 

programs and has built a community for themself over the course of the semester. Understanding 

how the “place makes the people”, the student elaborated that if the facility is not there, then the 

attachments would not exist and that is why the campus places are so important. They allow a 

space for connection and belonging and help facilitate the community within it.  

 Many of those interviewed commented that the natural settings of Auburn’s campus are 

what is more important to their experience rather than the buildings themselves. Specifically, the 

graduate level students enjoyed the green of the early semester on campus, and wished there 

were more places outdoors to spend time with others. The connection with the nature of Auburn 

confirmed the decision of two PhD level students in their choice to attend AU. However, 

students felt the campus lacked adequate outdoor space for gathering and lingering.  

 Additionally, among those interviewed, their major programs building (HHH, RCSC, or 

Lowder Hall) held more significance to them as they built meaning around those places 

compared to the social places.  

 One PhD level student from Africa stated they feel like they are home here. The design of 

campus along with the natural elements of the outdoor green spaces and the friendliness of the 
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community have combined to enhance their experience as a student. This student is a more 

mature student with a family and is using the campus spaces with their children as well, as the 

places “speak to everyone”. This thought supports the theoretical relevance of transaction theory, 

as the space communicates with the occupants and creates a dialogue to welcoming people to the 

place.  

The Path Forward 

Interview participants also gave their thoughts as to how the campus design could 

potentially improve to help create a more welcoming, inclusive, and inviting environment for 

them as international students arriving for the first time. A resounding response included 

wayfinding and adding interest to the buildings to distinguish one from another more clearly. 

Reducing confusion should be a goal for future designs on campus. Among the interviewees, 

many spoke of needing to ask for help when trying to navigate buildings on campus. Many also 

contributed to that confusion, to the lack of distinction between the interior spaces. “When I 

walk(ed) here, it’s like, everything just looks the same. Its fine that its old…there’s nothing new 

here.” was the impression of one PhD student. Some noted the consistency of the furniture items 

in many public spaces as the “same table and chairs” just placed differently. Another student, an 

undergraduate, spoke of using the same entrance to buildings to set a starting point for themself 

as they navigate to their destination. Additionally, some of the interviewees had a hard time 

recalling the names of the buildings when discussing them specifically. They did not know the 

MSC from Mell Classroom building or did not distinguish it apart from the library. Creating 

distinction and individuality among the buildings and design of spaces on campus are one way to 

differentiate one place from another.  
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 Adding intentional functions or activities to places would be another possible way to 

create distinction and destination. Other suggestions included purposeful destinations to create a 

reason to visit places, rather than just another spot to sit. Part of this might relate to campus 

initiatives and planned events, but also to the function of the spaces to include impromptu 

activities such as the chess game. An undergraduate in business compared campus to other 

places, like visiting a beach town, with many options of activities to participate in. This student 

stated Auburn lacks those options, other than going off campus to a bar or party, and that’s hard 

for people who prefer not to participate in those activities. Engagement feels very restricted, 

according to this student, for those who prefer to not participate in those off campus activities.  

The aesthetics of the spaces on campus was also a way in which the international students 

would like to see changes made. In the MSC, bold colored flooring and accent walls flood the 

building with pops of vibrant lime green; however multiple interviewees mentioned this was off 

putting to them. They preferred more muted colors, still having some interest, one student 

mentioned specifically the design of some of the more recently constructed buildings: HHH and 

RCSC, as inspiration for the style of interior they prefer. One PhD student in Hospitality stated 

there was a clear divide between spaces intended for the younger students compared to those for 

the more mature students. The student discussed the colors and vibe of the MSC as attractive to 

the newer young students whereas the RCSC building, with a more subdued aesthetic, would be 

more invigorating for the more mature student. A common theme in the comments included the 

need for peaceful places in public spaces. The interviewees enjoyed seeing other people in the 

spaces, but also needed the option to have some privacy to build more personal connections with 

others, but still in the common places on campus.  
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Natural elements and availability of being in nature was another common topic among 

the interviewees. One upper-level student commented on a lack of natural elements in the 

interior design around campus. They suggested seeing more greenery inside the buildings, and 

natural elements that spoke to a more sustainable construction. A PhD candidate from Chile 

shared a comparison between other countries' university campuses and Auburn’s campus, with 

feelings that Auburn lacked the opportunity to be in nature and experience nature with others. 

They shared experiences from previous collegiate locations, which fostered places outdoors for 

students to gather and spend time, and the structure of the building to empty into courtyards for 

casual encounters. This student felt the lack of variety of places to sit outdoors and options for 

active transportation storage, such as covered bike and scooter racks, at the buildings was a 

detriment to their overall experience. They hoped to see people “sitting in the grass” and 

enjoying the daylight, however they felt maybe that was a cultural discrepancy between their 

homeland and Auburn. This student said they did not want to be doing something different from 

others and garner attention in that way. “Especially if you are coming from somewhere else, you 

don’t want to do something like everybody will start looking at me. Am I doing something 

wrong?” was the student's reflection on a mental conflict about where to sit.  

A final theme from the interviews for the path forward included intentional inclusion of 

other cultures and elements from other nationalities. In the MSC flags from various countries 

hang overhead in the common space on the second floor. This element prompted multiple 

interviewees to question why they are there. One found it almost insulting, like the University 

was “trying too hard” to include something from their country. An undergraduate from Korea 

questioned why they were even there and commented about the attempt to include some artifact 

as a failure to truly understand the various cultures. However it should be thoughtfully selected, 
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the student from Korea also stated the mannequins in traditional dress in the Foy Hall lobby 

seemed out of place, and like they did not belong there. This student shared the attempts to 

include cultural items like these felt like a halfhearted effort and was meaningless. Another PhD 

student suggested more thoughtful placement of artwork or examples of cultural leaders in public 

spaces. They said this type of intentional placement of identity markers would prompt stories 

about their homeland to share with others. This type of inclusion should be placed throughout the 

campus, rather than at the international office, be it artwork or graphical elements, they would 

like to see it more naturally integrated into the design of campus. 

CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

Desiring to gain a better understanding of minority demographics experience on an 

American college campus initiated this study. With insights gained through anonymous survey 

data and in person interviews with students from different countries and in varying paths of 

study, this research shed light on the firsthand experience of international students new to 

campus at Auburn University. The research was centered in transactional theory and the 

constructs of belonging, engagement, and place attachment. In identifying specific locations on 

campus, designed for student socialization, data was collected to explore feelings of welcoming, 

acceptance, and belonging international students experienced while in the space.  

 Grounded in transactional theory, this research investigated the ways in which a space or 

location “speaks” to an occupant. Through literature review, and archival academic study data, 

the need for designers to understand how a space communicates to the occupants was evident. 

Concepts such as “third space” introduced a way in which design can lead to feelings of 

momentary pause and separation from strenuous tasks. Incorporating previously published data 
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and literature showed much attention to design as it related to academic, or residential experience 

on collegiate campuses, but little to social engagement. Belonging is high on Maslow’s hierarchy 

of needs and is important to mental and emotional wellbeing. Understanding how environmental 

design and built environment contributes to that wellbeing is highly important when considering 

minority groups of people, especially those who are also new to the location, as with first year 

international students. This study reflected the first-year international students’ experiences 

during the fall semester of 2023.  

 Research was garnered in three different formats for triangulation and validation of this 

data. Students were invited to participate in an anonymous online survey responding to four 

locations on campus, which were designed intentionally as social areas of campus. They 

included the Melton Student Center, Foy Union, and two campus dining venues: The Edge and 

The Village. Images of these spaces were presented to a group of university interior designers, 

who confirmed the images represented social spaces on a typical college campus. These images 

were presented in the online survey, and participants identified the types of activities they 

attended in these locations and feelings they held about these places. Respondents identified their 

desire to participate further in the research by choosing to engage in one-on-one interviews. 

These interviews occurred twice during the semester, once early in the semester and again at the 

end of the semester. This allowed the student to report any changes in perception of campus 

spaces which may have occurred over the course of their first semester. These interviews 

allowed the participant to recount firsthand experiences on campus and discuss openly about the 

places identified. Thirdly, observational data was collected in each location to confirm how 

students were using the spaces, furniture, and identify any preferences in activity while in the 

space.  
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 This study took two years to reach completion, as the first year the survey was published 

technical issues arose and the research was halted. This allowed the researcher to edit wordings 

of questions, and clarify items listed in the survey, as some respondents made notes indicating 

lack of understanding. The final survey questions and wording was reviewed by an international 

graduate student in the College of Human Sciences, and efforts were made to ensure the 

directions, questions, and response options were clearly understandable. Additionally, it was 

stated to the researcher that written formats would be appreciated by the international population, 

as speaking was not always clear. Every effort was made during the interviews to clarify, repeat, 

and confirm what was being asked or stated in response. Just as the design of the spaces was 

intentional, the instrumentation needed to be intentionally designed as well. 

 The survey gathered responses from 33 individuals, approximately 10% of the new to 

Auburn international student population. Of those, 5 students agreed to participate in interviews. 

The completion rate of the survey was 52%, the length of the survey might be one reason for 

this.  

 Hearing from students during the interview process and listening to their accounts of their 

experiences on campus led to many suggestions for campus improvements. Included in those 

suggestions are distinction between buildings, better and clearer wayfinding, and incorporation 

of natural elements throughout campus spaces. As most interviewees discussed, they had 

difficulty in navigating the campus buildings, and felt many buildings lacked a purpose for 

visiting them. Additionally, students would like to spend more time in the outdoor environment 

of campus but felt the need for more designed spaces to gather outdoors, with varied options for 

seating and relaxing. 
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Limitations 

 Through the initial run of the survey, and the input from the peer student reviewer, the 

language barrier between researcher and participant was a limitation in this research. Valiant 

efforts were made to reword survey questions, increasing clarity, and reformatting the survey for 

better flow based on the initial run comments and the peer evaluation. During the interviews, 

clarity of questions and response was a barrier as well, with both being repeated, worded 

differently, or explained in detail for better understanding.  

 Another limitation in this research was the duration of the study. Only exploring one 

semester cohort of new international students limited the available participants and shortened the 

duration for longitudinal data to be gathered.  

 Additionally, a lack of generalizability is a third limitation within this research. As this 

research is specific to a university’s campus, its buildings, and its students, this research may not 

be applied to the international student population in general. However, this is still important as it 

contributes to literature related to social spaces on collegiate campuses, and the need to design 

spaces to foster belonging, engagement, and place attachment for new to campus individuals. 

The format of this study could be replicated at other campuses, using their interior spaces for 

campus specific results. While many studies have been conducted to attend to student’s 

perceptions of academic or residential life on campus, there has been little research into the 

social spaces on campus and the response those spaces illicit from new students. Although this 

study may not be generalizable to the greater population of college students, it does add to 

existing research into the lives and experiences of college students and explores a lesser 

discussed dynamic of the transition to college life.  
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Future Research 

 As the world becomes more mobile, with people moving the new places, countries, and 

locations, understanding of how design choices are interpreted by occupants is becoming 

increasingly important. Not only does this study present a format for conducting research on a 

college campus, but this could be applied to corporations, cities, or other places to gain 

understanding of how people visiting those places feel while in space. This can lead to greater 

knowledge for designers and the design community to better contribute to the wellbeing of 

occupants in many various settings.  

 Additionally, more research is needed into people of various demographics and minority 

demographics to ensure they are appropriately represented in design. Taking the time to explore 

how individuals within minority groups experience a space can only led to more inclusive design 

for everyone.  

Final Thoughts 

 Adjusting to a new environment could have a significant impact on one’s mental and 

emotional well-being, especially when coupled with cultural changes. This study delved into the 

initial impressions and experiences of international students during their first semester at an 

American university. Specifically, it investigated the significance of social engagement spaces 

and how their design influenced the transition of international students to campus life. The aim 

was to gain insight into the experiences within these spaces, focusing on social connectedness, 

community, and attachment to place. By understanding how campus design impacts culturally 

diverse student groups, the study aimed to encourage more inclusive and well-planned 

environments for all students. The findings underscored the importance of thoughtful design 

practices which promote meaningful connections and engagement among students. Recognizing 
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how spaces communicate with occupants to foster a sense of belonging and inclusion could 

enhance overall experiences and foster stronger place attachments.  

 There may be “no place like home” but places can still communicate warmth, 

welcoming, acceptance, and have a positive impression on their occupants, which makes all 

places important. 
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