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Introduction 
Purpose of the Study 
 

Every year, a growing number of students leave their homes to study abroad. Relocation, 

however, can be a challenging and stressful experience. High school international students 

commonly struggle with many adjustment issues. They have to familiarize themselves with a 

new language, get used to a different educational environment and cope with being separated 

from their friends and family back home. For most international students, entering a Canadian 

high school can be an overwhelming life and cultural transition and many will experience 

substantial levels of acculturation stress.   

I am working with the Cowichan Valley School District where I hold a homestay 

coordinator position. I am assigned with the task of placing international students in Canadian 

homes and ensuring these homes are suitable. I am also expected to monitor the students and to 

ensure that students are engaging in healthy behaviours while studying in Canada. Working with 

the international students on a daily basis I can see how incredibly challenging studying in a 

different country can be as I observe the international student daily struggles. I hear their 

personal stories: their experiences, disappointments, and successes. While providing the students 

the support they need to successfully adjust to their new environment, I have realized very few 

people in the school system are aware of and understand the challenges they face.  

The presence and importance of international student education in Canada is well known. 

According to A World of Learning: Canada’s Performance and Potential in International 

Education, a report published by the Canadian Bureau for International Education in 2016, there 

were 353,570 international students in Canada at all levels of study in 2015, which represents an 

increase of 92% between 2008 and 2015.  International programs are also becoming increasingly 

common in Canadian high schools. In 2015, 56,090 students were studying at the K to 12 level 
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which represents an average annual increase of 5% since 2010 (Kunin 2016). These students 

made up for 16% of the total international student population in Canada (CBIE, 2016; Kunin, 

2016).  Similarly, British Columbia’s K to 12 international education sector has surged in the 

past five years. More than 18,901 students were enrolled in K to 12 learning institutions in 

British Columbia in 2015, which represents an increase of more than 59% from 2010 (Kunin, 

2016). 

In British Columbia school districts, international education programs have grown 

significantly since their inception in the early 1980’s (BC Ministry of Education, 2013). The first 

International Student Program serving K to 12 students was established in West Vancouver 

(SD45) in 1982.  Over the past 30 years, many other school districts followed, and currently, BC 

has 47 school districts (out of 60) hosting fee-paying international students (BC Ministry of 

Education, 2013).  Vancouver Island is an area of high concentration with eight school districts 

offering international education programs. The Cowichan Valley School District (SD79) 

currently welcomes 230 international students each year. 

The desire to increase education opportunities for students from abroad is motivated by 

many factors: the most undeniable being economic. In 2015, K to 12 international students spent 

over $1.064 billion dollars in tuition and daily living expenses in Canada (Kunin, 2016).   In 

British Columbia, K to 12 international students have spent $432,180,816 which represents an 

average annual spending of $22,865 per student (Kunin, 2016). The impact of such annual 

expenditures generates hundreds of jobs and substantial tax revenues for the province. In 

addition to having a significant financial impact, international students are a valuable component 

of the internationalization process both in terms of bringing a greater cultural perspective to our 

province and more diversity in our classrooms. The presence of international students in our  



  

 

7 

schools and communities help local students expand their views of the world and develop 

increased cultural competencies. 

To maintain the high-quality standards of our education system and to continue recruiting 

international students, it is critical for education institutions to acknowledge their need for 

increased intercultural education. For suitable services to be developed, an understanding of 

adjustment issues is needed; management and staff need to be better informed about the 

acculturation process and the impact of acculturation stress on international students. With this 

knowledge, management and staff will have the ability to provide efficient guidance to high 

school international students and support them through the ups and downs of their cultural 

adaptation journey.   

Currently, although there are many international students in British Columbia high schools, 

the international student experience is not adequately understood. While there have been many 

studies conducted on international students attending higher-education institutions, very few 

have explored high school international students and this study aimed to bridge the gap. The 

main purpose of this mixed method study was to provide an overview of the challenges 

experienced by international students from their own perspectives and to compare these 

challenges to the ones experienced by international students in higher education as found in the 

literature.  This research also intended to provide a better understanding of the acculturation 

process by examining different models of cultural adaptation and their relevance to the 

experiences of high school international students.  Finally, this study aimed to recommend ways 

to respond to the needs of the students affected by acculturative stress. 
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Justification of the Study 

The difficulty to adjust to a new culture is caused by the inability to understand and 

interpret new patterns of cultural behaviour, symbols, and expressions present within the host 

community. According to Kohls (1996), during the first stages of cultural adaptation, students 

will experience a wide range of emotions: from excitement and interest, to frustration, 

depression, and fear of the unknown. 

Over the years, various authors and researchers have tried to explain the cultural adaptation 

process. Early models of ‘culture shock’ were based on medical perspectives and developed to 

deal with emotional disorders (Gudykunst & Hammer, 1977; Stephan & Brigham, 1985; Juffer, 

1987). According to these models, emotional disorders were seen negatively and as an illness 

characterized by a set of symptoms that could be cured. Within a few years, adaptation 

development models emerged and linked the symptoms of culture shock to stages.  In 1955, 

Lysgaard proposed the U-curve model which was later refined by Oberg (1960).  This model 

suggested stages where the traveler moves from a positive emotional well-being at the beginning 

of his journey, then drops to a negative state after the initial honeymoon period ends, and 

eventually returns to positive levels of satisfaction. 

Subsequently, by the 1980s, a growth model of culture shock emerged. Advocates of this 

model believed that movement from a familiar to an unfamiliar culture does not always impact 

negatively (Adler, 1975; Bridges, 1991; Bennett, 1998; Furnham & Bochner, 1986; Geeraert & 

Demoulin, 2013; Kim, 1991).  Instead, culture shock and other stressful experiences were seen as 

a positive force with an educational impact to stimulate, motivate and enhance the traveler’s 

adaptation to a different culture. Therefore, the terms adaptation, acculturation and acculturative 

stress are now generally preferred over culture shock when describing the impact of culture 
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change on the individual. Rather than focusing on the negative connotation of the term “shock”, 

authors prefer referring to term “stress” which, as a response by people to life events, can 

achieve positive outcomes (Berry, 2006). 

Today the notion of culture shock draws more from social psychology and education than 

medicine, and researchers are especially concerned with adaptation and adjustment. During the 

acculturation process, people are seen as proactively engaged, responding and resolving issues 

rather than being the passive victims of some sort of trauma. Culture shock is now seen as a 

skills deficit that can be managed and ameliorated by acquiring the culture-specific skills needed 

to engage in social interactions (Furnham & Bochner, 1986). 

Together, the early models based on medical perspectives and the contemporary models 

based on the affective, behavioural and cognitive aspects of adaptation offer a robust set of tools 

to understand the challenges faced by international students. However, none of these models 

were specifically designed to describe the acculturation process of international students, thus 

this research aimed to explore the degree to which some of these models relate to the high school 

international student adaptation experience. 

According to Ward (2004), there are three dominant approaches of cultural adaptation: the 

stress and coping theory, which focuses on the affective outcomes of acculturation, the cultural-

learning theory, which emphasizes on the behavioral outcomes, and the social identification 

theory, which emphasizes on the cognitive outcomes of the adaptation process. These theories 

are referred to as the ABC’s of intercultural encounters (Ward, 2001). This framework was used 

in this study to establish the level of compatibility between the different models of cultural 

adaptation and the high school international student experience. Under the stress and coping 
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approach, the following cultural adaptation models were examined; the U-curve (Oberg, 1960), 

the Transition Model (Bridges, 1991), the Psychological and Sociocultural Adaptation Models 

(Ward, 2001) and the Stress-Adaptation-Growth Model (Kim, 2001).  Under the cultural-

learning approach, this study looked at the Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity 

(Bennett 1998) and, under the social identification approach, we explored the Transitional 

Experience Model of Adler (1975). 

Most of the studies regarding international student cultural adaptation process were done 

on post-secondary students. Such studies show that when international students arrive in the host 

country, they are confronted with the loss of familiar signs, expressions, language, and ways of 

thinking and acting which result in feelings of confusion, fear and distress (Brown, 2008; 

Busherhugh, Lewis, & Comber, 2014; Chapdelaine & Alexitch, 2004; Kohls, 1996; Mesidor and 

Sly, 2016; Mori, 2000; Oberg, 1960, Zhang and Goodson, 2011). 

In addition to struggling with new cultural norms, international students face academic and 

social challenges. The culture of education varies from country to country, and academic 

adjustment is an important challenge for international students (Zhang & Zhou, 2010; Zhou & 

Zhang, 2014).  As noted by Janjua, Malik & Rahman (2011), the teaching methods used in some 

countries leave no place for student participation, analytical thinking and discussions. Therefore, 

thinking independently, participating in the classroom, asking a question or working in a group 

represents a massive shift for many international students (Robinson, 1992).    

Even though adjusting to a new teaching style and culture can cause significant stress, 

many authors agree that English proficiency is probably the biggest barrier to smooth adjustment 

(Heikinheimo & Shute, 1986; Kim, 2001; Watt, 1996; Wan, 2001; Wu, Garza & Guzman, 2015; 

Lindenberg, 2015). Similarly, Zhang and Mi (2010) added that one of the main challenges 



  

 

11 

experienced by international student was the difficulty to express their thoughts in a language 

that is not familiar to them. The lack of English proficiency negatively affects student academic 

performance (Martirosyan et al., 2015) and communication patterns and contributes to 

segregation and loneliness (Andrade, 2009) 

The lack of English proficiency also makes it difficult for international students to initiate 

friendship with students of the host country (Gebhard, 2012). Therefore, many international 

student friendship networks will consist of students from their own country. (Alazzi & Chiodo, 

2006; Bochner, McLeod & Lin, 1977; Trice & Elliott, 1993).  Moreover, Yi (2009) concluded 

that students having social interactions with peers of their own culture seem to be happier.  

Unfortunately, co-national friendship even if useful to attenuate the level of stress experienced 

by international students might also adversely affect language acquisition and increase the length 

of the adjustment period (Hendrickson, Rosen & Aune, 2011).  Although, according to Bochner, 

McLeod and Lin (1977), this first network of co-national friends will primarily serve as a 

platform to enhance student understanding of the host culture and more importantly, will be 

followed by a secondary friendship network inclusive of host nationals who will serve the 

development of academic aspirations and cultural integration. 

As part of the acculturation experience, many of the challenges encountered by 

international students are normal and can be expected.  The transition between the student’s 

home country and the host country is a complex experience. Every student reacts differently to a 

new culture, but ultimately, all students experience some level of anxiety and confusion (Sam & 

Berry, 2010).  For some students, the acculturation process is brief and may not even be noticed.  

Many of the students, however, experience cultural adaptation challenges over several weeks or 

possibly months. To effectively adapt and integrate, international students will need to identify, 
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comply with and internalize a complex and different set of values, beliefs, and attitudes. The lack 

of English proficiency combined with the constant efforts to adjust to new academic culture, as 

well as social and cultural norms is emotionally exhausting for international students and 

increases the feelings of depression and homesickness. 

Cultural adaptation is a slow process, and international students are using various coping 

strategies to find comfort in their new surroundings. Some of these coping strategies include 

keeping reminders of their own culture such as having a picture of their loved ones on their 

phone or using technology to connect with family and friends. Some will pray, some will use 

humor and laugh at their cultural blunders (Gebhard, 2012). 

To better support international students, teachers need to be able to recognize the signs of 

acculturation stress and be alert for these signs in their classroom. By understanding the 

acculturation experience and its inherent stages and by being sensitive and responsive to the 

behaviours and feelings of high school international students, teachers will be able to provide 

guidance and offer students tools to appreciate and adapt to the host culture.  This study aimed to 

contribute to this understanding by considering whether research studies done on post-secondary 

international students are reflective of the experience of high school international students as 

well as to assess the applicability of existing models of acculturation to these students. 

Research questions and hypothesis 
 

My research was guided by the following research questions; 

1. What are the experiences of high school international students who are adapting to life in 

BC? 
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2. Are the adaptation challenges experienced by high school international students in BC 

similar to the challenges experienced by international students studying at a higher-

education level? 

3. Which cultural adaptation model better reflects the acculturation process of high school 

international students in BC? 

4. How can learning institutions improve the experience of international students while 

studying in BC? 

It was hypothesized that high school international student experiences cultural, academic 

and social challenges and that the lack of English proficiency severely impacts their 

acculturation process. It was also hypothesized that high school international student challenges 

are similar to the challenges experienced by international students studying at higher levels.  

Finally, while using different models of cultural adaptation might be necessary to fully 

understand the international student experience, based on my observations, it is hypothesized that 

the U-curve model (Oberg, 1960) will accurately reflect to the high school international student 

acculturation experience. 

Definition of Terms 
 

In this part of the study the terminology is defined and explained.  In the current context of 

education internationalization, the number of high school international students is steadily 

growing, and international student programs need to understand student experiences in order to 

provide them the support they need.  While many studies were conducted on international 

students attending higher-education institutions, very few have explored high school 

international students and this study aimed to compare the experiences of high school 

international with the experiences of higher-education students as presented in the literature.  
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In this study, the term “internationalization” refers to the process of integrating an 

international, intercultural, or global dimension into the purpose, functions, or delivery of post-

secondary education (Knight, 2004). High school refers to a secondary school attended after 

elementary school consisting of grades 8 through 12 and an international student is defined as 

students from outside Canada who do not meet the Ministry of Education’s funding eligibility 

requirements and typically pay international student tuition fees to the school district or 

independent school (Ministry of Education. British Columbia K-12 international student home-

stay guidelines, 2018).  An international student program is defined as a unit in a public school 

district that is responsible for a myriad of duties related to international students, including but 

not limited to application evaluation, registration, home-stay service, discipline, support services, 

liaising with biological parents, and promotion-marketing (BC Ministry of Education, 2015). The 

terms “student experiences” refers to the challenges international students face while living in 

Canada.  It also refers to the way international students feel, react, behave, and think when they 

are exposed to a new culture. The term “higher education” refers to post-secondary education 

provided by colleges and universities in Canada (Nussbaumer, 2013). 

Living and studying away from home is challenging for international students and many 

will suffer from culture shock. The term “culture shock” refers to any notable change in affect, 

thinking, or behavior which can be attributed to exposure to an unfamiliar environment and 

separation from a familiar one (Locke and Feinsod, 1982).  In 2006, Berry proposed 

“acculturation stress” as an alternative to the term “culture shock.  He defined “acculturation 

stress” as a stress reaction in response to life events that are rooted in the experience of 

acculturation. The symptoms of acculturative stress include sleep problems, digestive problems, 

loneliness, homesickness, and depression (Berry, 2004, p. 32). 
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High school international students face many adaptation challenges; their acculturation 

process can be long and difficult. In this study, “adaptation challenges” refers to an individual’s 

emotional and behavioral response to the struggle to along and integrate into a foreign cultural, 

social and educational environment and “acculturation” refers to the process of adapting into a 

second culture that one does not belong (Zhou et al., 2008), the results in culture change due to 

continuous contact and cross-cultural interactions between two distinct cultures (Berry et al., 

1987). The process involves cross-cultural communication, cultural learning, changes, and 

adaptation. 

The cross-cultural adaptation process is very personal and individual, and the use of 

various cultural adaptation models are useful to describe the international student ability to learn 

and change in order to adapt to their new environment. In this study, the terms “cultural 

adaptation models” refers to three theoretical adaptation frameworks known as the ABC’s of 

intercultural encounters (Ward, 2001). These different frameworks emphasize the affective, 

behavioral and cognitive aspects to describe and explain the cultural adaptation process. 

Brief overview of study 
 

This study was conducted in an high school located in Duncan, BC. Participants were 

international students of both genders, ranging from 14 to 18 years old, coming from different 

countries and being in Canada for 3 to 12 months. The study used a mixed method to identify the 

adaptation challenges of high school international students. A survey was used and administered 

to willing, anonymous students during their ESL class.  The survey included a list of multiple-

choice questions. Results of the survey were compared with the results of the research done with 

higher-education students in order to determine if the issues experienced by high school 
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international students were similar to the ones experienced by international students studying at 

higher level. 

To better understand the student’s point of view, one on one semi-structured interviews 

were done with some of the students who returned the survey. The interviews took place at 

Cowichan Secondary School, during lunch break and flex time and lasted 20 to 30 minutes. To 

determined which cultural adaptation model accurately reflect student experiences, the interview 

used the same questions that were included in the questionnaire, but this time asked the student 

to reply taking in consideration the way they felt at the time of arrival. By asking the same 

questions both at the time of taking the survey and at the time of arrival, the researcher hope to 

see a change in the student level of adaptation over time. To establish the students’ level of 

satisfaction with the program and to obtain more details about their suggestions for 

improvement, the interview used the questions included in part 3 of the questionnaire. All 

interviews were conducted in English, recorded and transcribed. The students were allowed to 

use an online translator to facilitate communication. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

Each year, thousands of international students from different regions around the world 

leave their home countries and travel abroad to study. Upon arrival in the host country, these 

students are faced with the necessity to adapt culturally, academically and socially to their new 

surroundings and will undergo several psychological, behavioral, and cognitive adjustments 

(Oberg, 1960; Winkelman, 1994).  

The number of international students attending Canadian higher education institutions has 

increased significantly in the past years.  In 2017, there were 494,525 international students in 

Canada at all levels of study which constituted an increase of 119% between 2010 and 2017. 
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Students studying at the K to 12 level make up for about 15% of the international student 

population in Canada (CBIE, 2018), which represents more than 17,866 students.  Since the 

number of international students continues to increase, an understanding of the factors associated 

with their adjustment is critical. 

This literature review presented key concepts such as culture, culture shock, acculturation 

and acculturation stress, thereby allowing for a better understanding of the international students’ 

adjustment journey.  It identified three main aspects of the acculturation process; the affective, 

behavioral and cognitive aspects which are referred to as the ABCs of cultural encounters (Ward, 

Bochner and Furnham, 2001). The ABCs were then respectively linked to different theoretical 

perspectives dominating the literature: the stress and coping, the culture learning and the social-

identification approach. This literature review also described the adjustment challenges 

experienced by international students and concludes with identifying various coping strategies 

used by international students during the acculturation process.  

Culture 

We live within the boundaries of our own milieu, and our perspectives are limited by what 

we learn from the group of people we live with (Mills, 2000). Culture can be defined as the 

“pattern of knowledge, skills, behaviors, attitudes, and beliefs, as well as material artifacts, 

produced by a human society and transmitted from one generation to another” (Pai and Adler, 

2001, p.22).   The culture we grow up in shapes our lives, our personalities, and our perception 

of other people and cultures. According to Hofstede, “culture is a catchword for all those patterns 

of thinking, feeling, and acting, and also the ordinary and menial things in life: greeting, eating, 

showing or not showing feelings, keeping a certain physical distance from others or maintaining 

body hygiene” (1991, p. 05).  “Culture consists of the unwritten rules of the social game. It is the 
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collective programming of the mind that distinguishes the members of one group or category of 

people from others” (Hofstede, 1991, p. 6) 

When studying in a foreign country, international students are caught between two worlds; 

the culture of their country of origin, and the culture of the host country (Steers, Sanchez-Runde, 

& Nardon, 2010).  Since both countries can be significantly different across many facets of 

everyday life, students must adapt to various lifestyles and social changes which can cause 

significant level of stress and impede the adjustment process.   

Furnham & Bochner (1986) refers to this disparity between countries as “culture distance”.  

The concept of cultural distance was studied by many researchers who concluded that the greater 

the cultural distance between one’s culture of origin and the host culture, the lower the 

adjustment to the new culture will be (Church, 2008; Hechanova-Alampay et al., (2002); 

Poyrazli et al., 2004; Searle & Ward, 1990; Suanet & Van de Vijver, 2009; Ward & Kennedy, 

1999; Yang et al., 2005; Yeh & Inose, 2003). Another study conducted by Pan et al. (2007) 

revealed that as cultural distance increases, acculturative stress and negative emotions faces by 

the individual also increase.  

Among international students, cultural distance constitutes a useful variable in predicting 

student’s adjustment level. Also useful to provide a more refined and nuanced understanding of 

the international student experience is the cultural dimension of individualism versus 

collectivism (Brislin, 2000). In individualistic societies, the fundamental unit of the human 

species that thinks, lives, and acts toward goals is the individual. The individual can form his 

own independent judgments, act on his own thoughts, prioritize its own goals and disagree with 

others. Individual uniqueness and self-determination are valued. In contrast, in collectivistic 



  

 

19 

societies, the fundamental unit of the human species that thinks, lives, and acts toward goals is 

not the individual, but the group. The group has its own values, thinks its own thoughts; the 

identities of the people of collectivist cultures are determined by the thoughts, feelings, and 

actions of their groups.  

As a consequence, non-western international students (African, Asian, Latin American) are 

perceived as more culturally distant from the Canadian culture than Western international 

students (European). Therefore, it is assumed that students from non-western countries are more 

likely to deviate from normative behaviors and attitudes of the host countries and more 

susceptible to experience greater adjustment challenges (Dadfar and Friedlander 1982) whereas 

students from western countries may have fewer problems adjusting to Canadian culture because 

of the cultural similarity of their home country. 

 During the adjustment process, international students become more aware of their own 

identities and are able to identify the cultural differences between their country of origin and the 

host country. Depending on personality characteristics and the similarities or differences between 

their home and host culture, international students will experience culture shock differently 

(David, 1971).  

Culture shock 
 

The main reason for people to experience culture shock is the extent of difference between 

their own culture and the host culture they are immersed into. In their attempt to adapt to 

different lifestyles, living conditions, cultural norms and behaviors, international students face 

significant levels of stress (Xia, 2009) and might be affected by culture shock (Oberg, 1960) 

The term “culture shock” was first used publicly by anthropologist Cora DuBois to 

describe the disorienting experience faced by follow anthropologists when entering in contact 
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with different cultures (Paige, 1993). In a speech given at the Women’s Club of Rio de Janeiro, 

Brazil on August 3, 1954, Canadian anthropologist Kalervo Oberg expanded on DuBois’ term 

and suggested that culture shock was applicable to all people travelling abroad into new cultures. 

Culture shock can be defined as an emotional reaction that is a result of not being able to 

understand, control or predict ones’ behavior. Locke and Feinsod (1982) describe culture shock 

as any notable change in affect, thinking or behavior which can be attributed to exposure to an 

unfamiliar environment and/or separation from a familiar one. Similarly, Spradley & Phillips 

(1972 p.520) stated that “when a change in residence takes place from one socio-cultural system 

to another, those skills which enabled participation in the former system are, to varying degrees, 

inadequate in the new cultural system”.  This unexpected loss of familiar signs and symbols of 

social interaction (Furnham & Bochner, 1982) and this inability to perceive and interpret cultural 

cues will cause international students to be “anxious, confused, and apparently apathetic until he 

or she has had time to develop a new set of cognitive constructs to understand and enact the 

appropriate behavior” (Furnham 1997). 

Pedersen (1995), in turn, defined culture shock as a state, in which people find themselves 

when faced with unfamiliar people and unexpected situations. Culture shock is thus a complex 

and subjective response to those situations of strangeness. According to Pedersen (1995), culture 

shock has five main features: 

1. It is a process.  

2. It can appear on multiple levels during interactions in various situations.  

3. It can be experienced with different intensity according to the individual’s ability to 

deal with the encounters or fail to deal with them. 

4. It teaches various strategies of coping in and with an unfamiliar environment. 
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5. It can be observed in any situation. 

Every person will react differently to culture shock and for some it will be short 

lived and will not be very noticeable (Kohls, 1996). For some, the culture shock experience can 

range from a few months to well over a year and will be accompanied by a wide range of 

different feelings and symptoms. The most common symptom of culture shock is the feeling of 

impotence and helplessness that results from the inability to deal competently with the cognitive 

aspects of the host culture and the difficulty to perform the necessary role-playing skills (Oberg, 

1960: Taft, 1977).  A second symptom of culture shock is known as “culture fatigue” and refer to 

the stain due to the effort needed to make the necessary psychological adaptations, which 

frequently lead to irritability, dissatisfaction, insomnia and psychosomatic disorders (Oberg, 

1960; Smalley, 1965; Taft, 1977). This cognitive overload will also result in physical tiredness 

which might result in delaying the learning process. Another way in which culture shock shows 

up is rejection of the host country and its people coupled with endless complaining and criticism 

against the host culture (Oberg, 1960; Smalley, 1965; Taft, 1977).  Homesickness is also a 

common symptom of culture shock (Oberg, 1960; Smalley, 1965; Taft, 1977) which will prompt 

feelings of deprivation regarding friends, family, edible food, recreation and cultural stimulation 

(Oberg, 1960; Smalley, 1965). In addition, the symptoms already described, Taft (1977) 

suggested that confusion in role, role expectations and indignation towards cultural differences 

are also frequent symptoms of culture shock. The outcome of the role confusion and expectations 

could range from uncertainty in behavior to emotional paralysis, phobia and depression. 

Furthermore, the “moral anxiety” caused by the realization of the differences between the culture 

of origin and the host culture, might cause feelings of discomfort and disgust and lead the 

individual to believe their own values and beliefs are being violated (Taft, 1977). Kohls (1984), 
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noted that other symptoms may be observed in severe cases of culture shock such as: boredom, 

need for excessive amounts of sleep, compulsive eating, exaggerated cleanliness, chauvinistic 

excesses, stereotyping of host nationals, loss of ability to work effectively and unexplainable fits 

of weeping. 

All the above symptoms are typical reactions to culture shock.  Every person living in a 

foreign environment will experience culture shock differently, some will be severely affected 

and unable to cope with the various situations they encounter in their new environment leading 

to a desire to return home, while other will only experience a few of these symptoms and will 

adjust to their new surroundings quite rapidly.  

More than describing the effects of sociocultural manifestation upon individuals, culture 

shock is also used to describe the individual adjustment process (Matusitz,2015). Many culture 

shock approaches have divided the adaptation process into stages. In Lysgaard’s (1955) model, 

the adaptation process seems to follow a U-shaped curve where the first stage is characterized by 

a period of euphoria, followed by a period of maladjustment and eventual adjustment. In Oberg’s 

(1960) model, adjustment follows a four stages process: a honeymoon stage of fascination, 

followed by a crisis stage of hostility and a stage of recovery where the individual slowly get 

used to his new environment and a last stage where the adjustment is considered completed and 

the individual fully functional in his new environment. Also elaborating on the U-Curve model, 

Brown’s (1980) four stages acculturation model includes a period of excitement and euphoria, 

followed by a period of loneliness and homesickness and a period of partial recovery to end with 

adaptation and integration of disparate cultures. Similarly, Adler’s (1975) transitional experience 

model presents five phases:  the contact stage characterized by excitement and awareness of 

cultural dissimilarities, the disintegration stage being a period of confusion and disorientation, 
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the reintegration where the individual rejects the new culture, the autonomy stage where the 

individual starts understanding the new culture and finally the independence stage were cultural 

relativism is achieved.  

Over the past fifty years, two models were developed to describe culture shock: the disease 

model and the growth model.  In early literature, culture shock is consistently associated with a 

series of symptoms of discomfort, dislocation, and abnormality (Lin, 2006), which is consistent 

with the disease model. According to Oberg (1960), culture shock is associated with negative 

feelings such as rejection, fear and helplessness and is seen as an illness that can be cured.  The 

growth model, more contemporary, has abandoned the problem-oriented model of cultural 

adjustment and suggested that culture shock is a process of intercultural learning (Adler, 1975, 

Ward 2001) and a pre-condition of personal growth (Furnham 1997; Kim, 2001; Ting-Toomey & 

Chung, 2012). According to the growth model, individuals who deliberately seek out unfamiliar 

situations may see intercultural experiences as an opportunity to learn and experience new ideas, 

norms and rules and an occasion to enhance their emotional richness and competence in social 

interaction, flexibility, and tolerance (Ting-Toomey & Chung, 2012). Of course, these 

individuals will also experience stress as they find they lack the knowledge of the new culture. 

But, after some time and efforts, they will be able to cope with the stressful situations by 

changing some of the features of their culture of origin and adopting behaviors and norms 

compatible with the host culture. By doing that, these individuals will gradually adjust to their 

new surroundings and experience personal growth (Adler, 1975) 

This change from a negative to a positive approach to culture shock also rendered the term 

“culture shock” inappropriate (Bochner, 2003) as it places too much emphasis on the threatening 

circumstances resulting of intercultural contact, without acknowledging that such experiences 
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may also have beneficial consequences (Pedersen, 1995). Similarly, rather than focusing on 

purely negative consequences, Berry (2006) suggested referring to culture shock as a process 

characterized by phases of stress and adjustment leading to feelings of growth and long-term 

adaptation to the new culture. In recognizing the potential positive outcomes of culture shock as 

a culture learning process, Berry (1997, 2006) has proposed the term “acculturative stress” as an 

alternative when describing the impact of culture change on the individual. 

Acculturation  

Berry define acculturation as “the dual process of cultural and psychological change that 

takes places as a result of contact between two or more cultural group and their individual 

members (2005, p. 698). Acculturation can occur at a group or individual level. Examples of 

group acculturation areas includes the need to adjust to physical changes such as an increase in 

population density, the type of housing or level of pollution found in the new culture. Group 

acculturation also includes cultural changes such as linguistic, religions and biological changes 

as well as having to adjust to a new diet and nutritional values. At the individual level, changes 

in attitudes, personality and abilities will occur and these losses of familiar signs and symbols of 

social intercourse will bring a certain level of discomfort and acculturative stress (Berry, 2005). 

The extent to which an individual adjusts to a new culture depends on the acculturation 

strategy he or she will adopt to address the cultural differences. Berry (1986, 1994, 2005) 

identifies two psychological dimensions of acculturation: the attitude towards keeping the culture 

and identity of origin and the attitude toward learning and interacting with the new culture. The 

intersection of these dimensions forms Berry’s four acculturation strategies: assimilation, 

separation, integration, and marginalization (see Figure 1).   
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Figure 1. Acculturation Strategies Based on Attitudes Toward Learning a New Culture and 
Keeping the Heritage Culture, from Berry, J. W. (2003). Conceptual approaches to acculturation. 
In K. Chun, P. Balls Organista & G. Marin (Eds). Acculturation: advance in the theory, 
measurement and application (pp. 17-37). Washington: APA Books 

 

Individuals who chose to assimilate do not wish to maintain their culture of origin and will 

prefer to identify with the host culture and seek daily interactions with it. Inversely, individuals 

choosing the separation approach to acculturation will have little interaction with the host culture 

and will prefer to preserve their culture of origin maintaining their traditional way of live while 

in the host country. Integration is the option chosen by individuals who wish to maintain their 

original culture and, at the same time, are interested in learning and participating in the host 

culture. Finally, individuals who chose the marginalization strategy will show little involvement 

in maintaining their culture of origin or in learning about the host culture. 

According to Berry (1997) the integration strategy is the most adaptive acculturation 

strategy and the one that will cause the least symptoms of depression, anxiety and acculturative 

stress on the individual.  Conversely, the marginalization strategy is perceived as being the least 

adaptive acculturation strategy and the one causing the highest level of stress on the individual. 

In support of this argument, research findings have confirmed that the particular acculturation 

strategy use by individuals significantly influence the success or failure of their adaptation 

efforts (Berry, 1997; Dona & Berry, 1994; Phinney, 1991; Ward & Rana-Deuba, 1999). 
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Similarly, in a research involving immigrant youth from 13 countries, Berry, Phinney, Sam, and 

Vedder (2006) found that youth who had chosen integration as an acculturation strategy reported 

the best psychological and socio-cultural adjustment. 

The ABC of Intercultural Encounters 

Unfamiliarity with any aspects of a new society may contribute to culture shock. Although 

individual transition to a new culture can be stressful in varying degree, the negative effects of 

the experience can be reversed when proactive learning about the new culture occurs.  Building 

on Berry’s acculturation theory, Ward and colleagues (2001) developed the ABC of cultural 

encounters, a more comprehensive model to explain how individuals feel, react, behave and 

think when exposed to a new culture. They identified three main dimensions linked to human life 

and susceptible to change during the acculturation process; the affect, the behaviors and the 

cognitions.  The affective element refers to the feelings and emotions an individual will 

experience while coping with acculturative stress. The behavioral aspect relates to the skills an 

individual will acquire and learn to adapt to a new environment.  Finally, the cognitive element 

focuses on the psychological mechanisms involving both self-perception and other-perception. 

These acculturative domains are in turn, linked to three contemporary approaches to 

acculturative change, the stress and coping, the culture learning and the social identification 

approach. 

Stress and coping theory: the affective development. 

The affective approach to culture shock refers to the emotions and focus on the feelings of 

anxiety, well-being and satisfaction experienced during cross-cultural encounters. The approach 

also suggests coping strategies available to the individual to overcome negative feelings (Berry, 
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2006, Ward et al. 2001, p. 48). Influenced by previous studies of culture shock that emphasized 

on the negative aspect of acculturation, the stress and coping approach has been seen as a series a 

stress-provoking life changes which requires individuals to react with coping responses in order 

to negotiate long term adjustment to the host culture.  Under the stress and coping approach, the 

present research will review four cultural adjustment theories; the U-Curve Model, the Transition 

Model and the Psychological and Socio-cultural Adaptation Model and the Stress-Adaptation-

Growth Model. 

The U-Curve Model (Oberg, 1960). 

Cultural adjustment develops alongside mood changes and the individual level of 

satisfaction will vary considerably during the adjustment process. According to Oberg, cultural 

adjustment follows a predictable pattern that can be depicted by a U-shaped form.  

 

Figure 2. The U-Curve Model (Oberg, 1960). 

The U-curve underlines four adjustment stages: the honeymoon, the crisis (sometimes 

called shock), the recovery and the adjustment (sometimes called mastery) stage.  Oberg 

describes the first stage as a period of excitement where individuals are fascinated and eager to 

learn about people, places and things they never seen before.  According to some authors 



  

 

28 

(Gullahorn and Gullahorn, 1963; Harris 1979; Moran, 1989; and Torbiorn, 1982) the honeymoon 

phase is generally short and will be followed by a period of emotional discomfort and 

helplessness. During the crisis stage, individuals will start noticing the differences between their 

country and the host country and will encounter situations they can’t handle. Confronted by new 

values, language, signs and symbols, individuals will become overwhelmed and frustrated. They 

will experience a sense of loss (Pedersen, 1995, p. 79), frustration and anger leading to a hostile 

attitude towards the new culture.  The transition to the third stage is gradual and generally subtle; 

individuals will slowly become more familiar with their environment and will develop the skills 

they need to adapt to their new surroundings.  They will become more accepting of the 

differences existing between the country of origin and the host country and will embrace another 

way of living. Finally, at the adjustment or mastery stage, the acculturating individual accepts the 

new country with its differences and customs and has built tolerance towards cultural diversity. 

At this stage, individuals gain new perspectives and can function fairly well in their new 

environment.  

Used for more than fifty years, Oberg’s U-Curve model has been a useful resource for 

understanding the acculturation process. However, Oberg’s model has also been severely 

criticized by researchers. In an extensive review of the culture shock literature, Church (1982) 

qualified the U-Curve theory as “weak, inconclusive and over generalized” (p.542) based on the 

fact that many researchers using the model failed to support it with empirical evidence and its 

lack consistent methodological rigor. He, additionally, argued that not all individuals will begin 

their adjustment journey with a high level of optimism or go through severe depression during 

the crisis stage.  Similarly, in a longitudinal study looking at international students’ cross-cultural 

adjustment, Ward and Kennedy (1996) reported that the participants showed many psychological 
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and socio-cultural difficulties at the initial stage and depicted the initial stage of adjustment as a 

time of anxiety and nervousness rather than a period of euphoria. Likewise, Brown and 

Holloway (2008) found that post-secondary international students were upsets and experienced 

high level of stress at the initial stage of their stay. They concluded that the adjustment journey 

was an ever-fluctuating process throughout the length of the stay rather than a “U-Curve” shaped 

process. 

Despite these different views challenging the U-Curve model, and in agreement with 

Mendhenhall (1991) who suggested that it would be premature to reject Oberg’s theory, the 

present research hope to contribute to the discussion regarding the relevance of the U-Curve as 

an helpful resource to comprehend the cross-cultural adjustment process and hypothesized that 

the pattern of socio-cultural adaptation of high school international students follows Oberg’s U-

Curve model.  

The Transitional Model – Bridges, 1991. 

Central to Bridges model is the belief that all transitions begin with an ending, a letting go, 

and leaving the old situation behind. The model focused on transition rather than change and 

define change as something that happens to people whereas transition is internal and happens to 

people’s minds as they go through change. 

Bridges model (1991) distinguished three overlapping phases; an ending phase, a neutral 

zone and a new beginning phase.   
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Figure 3. The Transition Model (Bridges, 1991). Reprinted from “Cultural adaptation models for 
friends of AFS”, by AFS Intercultural Programs, (2013). Copyright (2013) by AFS Intercultural 
Programs. Reprinted with permission. 

 
Individuals entering the first phase of transition when change is first presented to them.  At 

this stage, emotions of fear, denial, anger, sadness and frustration will be experienced.  The first 

transition phase is also associated with a sense of loss exacerbated by the need to let go of 

something familiar and face the change of culture. The second phase occurs when individuals 

becomes disconnected from the past and find themselves in an in-between time where the 

familiar situation is gone, and they are still unadjusted to the new one. A person in this phase is 

neither excited or sad, and will often experience a mixture of anxiety, confusion, curiosity and 

skepticism.  According the Bridges, people are considered to have entered the third transition 

phase when they are emotionally able to accept and welcome the change.  At this stage, 

individuals will experience openness to learning and will start building the skills they need to 

successfully integrate into their new environment. 

Unlike the U-Curve model, Bridges Transition Model (1991) is not defined in time. Thus, 

although only one stage predominates at one time, all three transitional phases are present 

simultaneously throughout the entire adjustment process and each individual will take a different 

amount of time to travel through the stages. 
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The Psychological and Sociocultural Adaptation Models – Ward, 2001. 

Many authors, including Ward and colleagues (2001) have criticized Oberg’s culture shock 

model as it tended to assume that culture shock was a negative and unhealthy experience. Ward’s 

theory rather emphasized on the positive consequences of culture shock as part of a culture 

learning process and an opportunity for growth.  She describes the cultural adjustment process as 

a consistently variable state of change; stressful in the beginning phases and steadily decreasing 

over time (Ward, Bochner, & Furhnam, 2001). The concept of culture shock is thus transformed 

into a contact-induced stress which triggers the development of new skills, as well as coping 

strategies to deal with cultural conflicts and life changes (Hwang et al., 2016; Zhou et al., 2008).  

Consequently, according to Ward, cross-cultural transition cannot simply be understood in 

terms of “culture shock” but must be viewed as an adjustment process involving psychological 

and sociocultural aspects. Psychological adjustment is associated with feelings of physical and 

psychological well-being and acceptance of one’s new environment (Ward, Bochner, & 

Furnham, 2001). It involves having a positive purpose in life and exhibiting a high level of 

autonomy (Klemens & Bikos, 2009). On one hand, psychological adjustment also relates to the 

individual personality and is influenced by variables such as social support, life changes and 

coping styles.  Characterized by the feelings and emotions experienced by the acculturating 

individual and, focusing on how the individual will cope with the stress associated with life 

changes, the psychological aspect of intercultural contact is better understood within a stress and 

coping approach.  On the other hand, sociocultural adaptation refers to the ability to fit in and to 

acquire the culturally specific skills needed to connect with the new culture (Ward et al., 2001). 

It is influenced by variables such as the length of residence in the host culture, language abilities, 
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cultural knowledge, level of interaction with the host culture and cultural distance.  Sociocultural 

adjustment is better understood from a culture learning framework. 

Both domains of adjustment are interrelated and occur simultaneously. However, 

according to Ward and colleagues (Ward and Kennedy, 1996, Ward et al., 1998) psychological 

and sociocultural adjustment fluctuate differently over time.  Sociocultural difficulties will 

decrease over time and eventually disappear while psychological difficulties are more variable. 

Arguing against Oberg’s model, Searle and Ward (1990) contend that there is little evidence for 

the initial stage of euphoria that is central to the U-Curve model and suggest, in fact, that distress  

is frequently highest at the beginning of the adjustment process.  

Ward’s curve of psychological adjustment shows the acculturating individual level of 

comfort over time and clearly demonstrates that the level of adaptation increases continuously 

within the first months of the stay and eventually stabilizes with only a few minor variations 

afterwards. In contrast, the sociocultural adjustment curve steadily increases as the individual 
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Figure 4. Psychological and sociocultural adaptation curves, from Ward, C., Bochner, S., & 
Furnham, A. (2001). Reprinted from “Cultural adaptation models for friends of AFS”, by AFS 
Intercultural Programs, (2013). Copyright (2013) by AFS Intercultural Programs. 

acquires the skills to effectively interact with the host society and shows a slight decrease in time 

when no additional learning is necessary to fully function in the new environment. 

In the present research project, the sociocultural constructs will be used to measure the 

amount of difficulty high school international students experienced during their acculturation 

journey.  

The Stress-Adaptation-Growth Model – Kim, 2001. 

The stress-adaptation-growth model is based on the general systems perspective (Kim & 

Ruben, 1988) which assumes that individuals adapt to challenges from a given environment and 

maintain a certain equilibrium within the system by using various forms of communication. 

According to Kim (2017):  

The process of adapting to an unfamiliar culture unfolds through a stress-

adaptation-growth dynamic, a process that is deeply rooted in the natural 
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human tendency to achieve an internal equilibrium in the face of adversarial 

environment conditions (p.1).  

Based on the premises that negative experiences are opportunities to learn and growth, 

Kim’s model proposes that cultural adaptation and personal growth occur gradually, in a spiral-

like process where each stressful experience will be seen as a challenge and will take the 

individual to a higher level of adaptation (see figure 5). As the spiral advances, less and less 

stress will be experienced, and more adaptation will be achieved. Congruent with Ward’s 

acculturation model, the present model implies that the initial stage of an individual cross-

cultural adjustment is likely to be stressful and that increase in interpersonal communication with 

the host society will facilitate adaptation. 

 

 
Figure 5. The Stress-Adaptation-Growth Model, from Kim, Y. Y. (2001). Reprinted from 

“Cultural adaptation models for friends of AFS”, by AFS Intercultural Programs, (2013). 
Copyright (2013) by AFS Intercultural Programs. Reprinted with permission. 

 

Central to the stress-adaptation-growth model is the individual ability to communicate in 

conformity with the norms and practices of the host society using three interrelated abilities; 

cognitive, affective and operational (Kim, 2001). The cognitive competence refers to the ability 
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of knowing the host language, its culture, history and rules of interpersonal conduct whereas the 

affective competence refers to the individual’s willingness and flexibility to negotiate the various 

challenges of living in the host society.  In addition to these two abilities, host communication 

competence also involves the individual’s operational capacity to communicate using an 

acceptable balance of verbal and nonverbal language in social interaction. According to Kim 

(2001), successful adaptation to the host culture is also dependent of environmental factors such 

as the host society receptivity and acceptance towards strangers and the social expectations of the 

host society.  Generally, multicultural societies such as Canada and the USA are more accepting 

and tolerant regarding cultural differences and apply less pressure on individuals to change their 

way of doing and conform with the ways of the host community. In contrast, ethnically 

homogeneous societies such as Japan are usually less tolerant towards strangers and will expect a 

complete adherence to their norms and practices (Kim, 2017) making individual cultural 

adjustment more challenging. 

Internal dispositions such as individual openness, positivity and flexibility will also 

influence an individual cultural adaptability as well as the level of readiness to learn and adapt to 

the host culture. For example, Kim (2017) noted that some individuals arrive in the host country 

with a certain knowledge of the host language, are determined to succeed and are enthusiastic to 

embrace the host culture; whereas others resent the challenge ahead and refuse to blend in. For 

the latter, the adjustment process might be strenuous. In addition, consistent with Hofstede’s 

(1991) theory of cultural distance, Kim argued that the adaptive potential of the individual is 

influenced by ethnic proximity with the host culture and concluded that high level of differences 

in physical attributes such as skin color and height, linguistic and values will result in more 

adaptive difficulties.  
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Acting collectively and interactively, communication and environmental factors as well as 

individual predispositions will influence the cross-cultural adjustment process and serve as a 

blueprint leading the individual into the adaptation spiral and towards a greater level of 

functional and psychological efficacy. 

Culture learning theory: the behavioral development. 

Largely influenced by Argyle’s (1969) work on social skills and interpersonal behavior, the 

culture-learning theory build on the premise that social behaviors are learned. From this 

perspective, culture shock is seen as a stressful reaction resulting from the lack of culture specific 

skills necessary to engage with the host culture. Individuals who are unfamiliar with the rules, 

etiquette, conventions and assumptions that regulate interpersonal interactions will have 

difficulties building and maintaining relationships with people of the host country (Furnham and 

Bochner 1982; Ward et al., 2001) and therefore will experience stress.  In order to thrive in the 

new cultural environment, individual will have to acquire knowledge and skills that will facilitate 

social interactions with the host culture (Ward et al, 2001). The culture-learning approach entails 

the necessity for the acculturating individual to gain an understanding of both verbal and 

nonverbal components of the language of the host country (Sam, D. L. and Berry, J. W., 2010), 

In addition, as central elements of the culture-learning approach, social etiquette and factual 

culture-specific information will also need to be mastered (Masgoret and Ward, 2006) in order to 

achieve successful cultural adaptation. 

The Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity – Bennett, 1993. 

Through a grounded theory approach, Bennett (1993) developed a framework to 

understand how people experience and engage with cultural differences. He explains culture 

shock as a transition from a stage of low cultural awareness to a stage of high cultural awareness 
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(Bennett, 1986). The Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity emphasizes individual’s 

attitude and behavior toward cultural differences and describes six stages of adjustment, grouped 

into two categories: ethnocentric or ethonorelative. The stages are: denial, defense, minimization, 

acceptance, adaptation and integration.  See figure 6.  

 

Figure 6. Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity, from Bennett, M. (1993). 
Reprinted from “Cultural adaptation models for friends of AFS”, by AFS Intercultural Programs, 
(2013). Copyright (2013) by AFS Intercultural Programs. Reprinted with permission. 

 
In the first ethnocentric stage of Bennett’s model, individuals see their own culture as the 

only one and avoid any other culture entirely. In this denial stage, individuals are not aware or 

not interested in the cultural differences that exist around them. In the defense stage, individuals 

see their own culture as the superior one and reject the host culture as inferior. In that stage, 

individuals generally feel threatened by cultural difference and tend to be highly critical of other 

culture and blame cultural differences for all difficulties.  In the third stage, minimization, all 

people and cultures are seen as being basically similar despite some superficial differences. This 

sense of similarity will lead the individual to reduce their defenses and be more tolerant of 

diversity. Bennett (1993) describe this stage has transitional as individuals recognize other as 

equals but still considers their own culture as central to their reality. Once the individual will 

start considering their own culture as one among many worldviews, they will leave the 

ethnocentric stages of adjustment, and slowly move towards an ethnorelative stage. At the 

acceptance stage, the acculturating individual will start accepting the host culture as equal but 
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different. In this stage, the individual’s intercultural communication skills have improved, and 

they are more curious about and respectful toward cultural differences. Cultural differences are 

no longer threatening. However, the individual’s cultural skills are still insufficient to allow them 

to adapt their behaviors to different cultural contexts. In the adaptation stage, the individual 

develops some empathy towards the new culture and are willing to experience differences and 

participate in the host culture. Individuals at this stage, generally develops feelings of 

appropriateness and are able to enact their intercultural sensitivity.  Finally, once individuals 

reach the integration stage, the host culture have become a part of their own identity and cultural 

differences are seen as interesting and even desirable (Bennett & Bennett, 2004). 

 

Social Identification theory: the cognitive development. 

As the last element of the ABC model, the cognitive aspect of cultural adjustment 

complements the stress and coping and the cultural learning frameworks and provide a third 

approach in the study of acculturation.  Developed by Tajfel and Turner (1979), the Social 

Identification theory emphasises how individuals or groups view themselves and the effect of 

stereotypes and discrimination on their identity. Unlike the stress and coping approach and the 

culture learning approach, the social identification theory focuses on the internal cognitive 

processes experienced by the acculturating individual rather than investigating the external 

factors influencing the adjustment process. Based on the conviction that group membership help 

people define who they are and how they relate to others, this approach explores the individual 

perceptions, expectations, attitudes and values through social interactions with the host culture. 

The Transitional Experience Model – Adler, 1975. 
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Using a cognitive approach to acculturation, Adler (1975) proposed a five stages model 

focusing on the changes that occur to the individual’s identity during cross-cultural adjustment.  

See figure 7.  

 

Figure 7. Transitional Experience Model – Adler (1975). Reprinted from “Cultural 
adaptation models for friends of AFS”, by AFS Intercultural Programs, (2013). Copyright (2013) 
by AFS Intercultural Programs. Reprinted with permission 

The process begins with the initial contact with the host culture and is characterized by a 

period of excitement and euphoria similar to the one described in Oberg’s U-Curve model. At 

this stage, the individual is more likely to look for similarities between their own culture and the 

host culture, rather than differences. During the disintegration stage, differences between cultures 

are increasingly noticeable and, as a result, the acculturating individual feels different and 

excluded. In the reintegration stage, these feelings of exclusion culminate, and the individual 

become hostile to the new culture and reject it entirely. The autonomy stage is marked by rising 

sensitivity and skill acquisition; the individual has a greater grasp of the host culture, experience 

less stress and is capable of communicating and being understood. At this stage, the individual 

has developed the skills needed to fully function in the second culture. Finally, in the 

independence stage, the individual is fully able to accept and be sensitive to the cultural 

differences and similarities of the host culture and capable of exploring diversity and undergoing 

further transitions. 
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Acculturation is a complex concept and several theories and models have been formulated 

to explain the cross-cultural adjustment process and its impact on the individual. From early 

theories, where contacts with another culture were considered a stressful and negative 

experience, contemporary theories, rather, choose to see adaptation to another culture as a 

learning process. Drawing from disparate theoretical foundations derived from social health, 

psychology and education, the stress and coping and culture learning approaches as well as the 

social identification model are interrelated and reunited under the overarching framework of the 

ABC model (Ward, et al. 2001). Even though the acculturation process is personal and can be 

different in length and in degree for each individual, Ward’s approach to acculturation brings a 

more comprehensive model to explain and understand the different aspects of change that arise 

from intercultural contact (Zhou et al., 2008) and their impact on the student’s wellbeing. 

 

International Student Challenges 

Closely related to the concept of acculturation, adjustment refers to the ability of fitting 

into the new culture, acquiring skills that are appropriate and to navigate daily aspects of life in 

the new environment (Quan et al., 2016; Ward and Kennedy, 1999).  Sociocultural adjustment is 

influenced by factors related to length of residence in the host culture, cultural knowledge, the 

amount of interaction with host nationals, cultural distance, language fluency and coping 

strategies (Searle and Ward, 1990; Ward and Kennedy, 1999; Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 

2001).  

According to Berry (1997), personality is also an important moderating factor in the 

international student adjustment process. Personality theories suggested that an individual’s 

temperament and behavior can be understood in terms of individual traits. One of the most well-
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known traits theory, the Big Five (Goldberg, 1993) suggested five broad dimensions to describe 

the human personality; openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness 

and neuroticism. Based on these dimensions, an individual open to experience would tend to be 

spontaneous and have a general appreciation for adventure, imagination and curiosity. Whereas, 

an individual showing conscientiousness would rather prefer planned than spontaneous behavior 

and would have a tendency to display a higher level of self-discipline and introversion.  In 

contrast to the conscientious individual, an extraverted person would tend to be enthusiastic, full 

of energy and action-oriented. Finally, agreeable individuals would tend to be kind, generous and 

trusting and would generally have an optimistic view of human nature. Whereas, individuals 

having neuroticism would have a tendency to experience negative emotions such as anger and 

anxiety and have a pessimistic approach to life.  In a research conducted with North American 

sojourners in Taiwan, Swagler and Jones (2005) reported that agreeableness and extraversion 

were positively related to cross-cultural adjustment and individuals showing high levels of these 

personality dimensions were better socio-culturally adjusted. Similarly, Wilson (2013) found that 

openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, and agreeableness were all significantly and 

positively related to sociocultural adaptation. Furthermore, in a longitudinal study including 

2,015 exchange students at the high school level located in over 50 different countries and 

investigating the influence of personality on cultural adjustment over time, Demes and Geeraert 

(2015) found that individuals showing high level of extraversion were more likely to experience 

lower level of acculturative stress during their stay abroad. In contrast, the neuroticism 

dimension was found to be negatively related to cultural adaptation (Ward, Leong, and Low, 

2004). Over the years, research has applied the Big Five theory in a variety of languages and 

cultures (Trull and Geary, 1997; Lodhi, Deo and Belhekar, 2002) and findings concluded that the 
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same five-factors structure of personality were found in multiple countries (Cohen and Deuling, 

2014; Thompson, 2008). Similarly, in an extensive review of the existing literature, Meisenberg 

(2015) concluded that personality differences between countries are generally small and carry 

limited reliability and validity.  However, based on the findings of a study involving more than 

23,000 thousand people across 12 nations, Kajonius (2017) argued that the openness and 

agreeableness factors scored very low in Asian countries and high in Europe suggesting that 

population personality levels differed between Asia and Europe. 

As culture learning occurs over time, the length of residence in the host culture also has a 

certain influence over the overall adjustment process. However, while some studies found a 

decrease in difficulty, and in the level of acculturation stress over time (Ward and Kennedy, 

1999, Ying, 2005) some other studies showed no significant difference over time.  In a research 

conducted with 190 Asian and Latin American college students, Wilton and Constantine (2003) 

found that greater length of stay in the U.S. was associated with lower levels of psychological 

distress among both Asian and Latin American students. The study also found that students who 

had resided in the U.S. for a longer period of time also developed a larger and better-established 

social support network. Similarly, Lin and Betz (2009) found that international students’ social 

self-efficacy in English interactions increased significantly over the years of stay in the U.S. 

However, Ward et al. (1998) in a study including 35 Japanese college students studying in New-

Zealand, found that adjustment difficulties increased over the first six months of their stay and 

then slowly decreased after that time.  Finally, in a study conducted among 115 international 

students from India, who attended a large urban university in the southeastern United States, Ye 

(2005) found no significant differences in the level of difficulty or stress over time. Likewise, 

Guzel (2016) in a study conducted with 380 international students attending an American 
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university, also found no significant correlation between the length of stay and the level of 

acculturation stress. 

Based on the acculturation models and literature reviewed earlier, it is reasonable to expect 

that life changes experienced by international students will generate emotional reactions 

associated with acculturative stress. Even if the ability to adjust to their new environment will 

vary from one student to another based on their personal circumstances and length of stay, 

common challenges will be encountered. While developing the sociocultural adjustment scale 

and working with international students, Ward and Kennedy (1999) applied a culture learning 

approach to the acculturation process and looked at the life changes susceptible to significantly 

influence the stress level of international students. The present study followed a similar approach 

and investigated life changes likely to pose a challenge to international students. These life 

changes are separated in three categories; cultural, academic and social challenges. In the next 

pages, the term “international students” will refer to students attending post-secondary 

institutions unless otherwise indicated. 

Cultural and practical challenges 

As culture and traditions vary all over the world, international students may experience a 

number of lifestyle acculturative stressors. Among these obstacles, many relates to the host 

country communication style and etiquette (Ramachandran, 2011). 

According to Albert Mehrabian (1972) interpersonal communication consist of three 

elements; the words spoken, the intonation and the body language. In his research involving 

thirty undergraduate students from UCLA, Mehrabian found that our liking of a person is based 

on the interpretation of the message received. In analysing the message, the tone and behaviour 
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of a person conveying the message account for 38% of the liking and facial expressions account 

for 55% of the liking whereas the words spoken only account for 7% of our decision to like or 

dislike the person conveying the message. For international students struggling with the language 

of the host country, non-verbal ways of communication sometimes become the only way they 

have to convey their message. Similarly, as they might not understand the word spoken when 

interacting with a person from the host country, they will tend to give a large place to the non-

verbal aspect of the communication. From eye gaze to hand gesture, people are using multiple 

ways to communicate without using words. As these many ways of communicating are different 

from one culture to another, each of these gestures can act as a stressor for international students. 

Among the various non-verbal behaviour susceptible to create some friction, eye contact is 

probably the most common. In western cultures looking away or bending to distraction may 

indicate that the person is impolite, not fully engaged in the conversation or dishonest whereas 

Asian cultures perceive sustained eye contact as disrespectful, threatening or insulting (as cited 

in Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001, p. 57). As an example, in addition to be taught not to 

display any facial expression, Japanese people are taught not to maintain too much eye contact as 

it is considered disrespectful (as cited in Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001, p. 56-57).  

Similarly, extended eye contact is considered an affront or a challenge of authority in Latin 

American cultures (as cited in Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001, p. 57).   

As they have the ability to communicate a particular message using visible bodily actions 

hand gestures vary widely across culture and are another common source of misunderstanding 

for international students and people from the host country. For example, a raised thumb is a 

widely popular sign of approval in north American cultures but is considered as an insult in 

Greece and in the Middle East (as cited in Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001, p. 58). Similarly, 
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for most English-speaking people, the “ok” sign sends the message that everything is fine, or 

even perfect. However, for many French people as well as for Brazilians, the same sign means 

zero or worthless (as cited in Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001, p. 58) 

Every country has its own code of polite behaviours which we often refer to as etiquette. 

As a new comer to the host society, an international student might encounter situations where 

their lack of cultural knowledge will create embarrassing situations. As an example, North 

American people take great pride in making the best use of their time and will often be offended 

if someone is late. By contrast, in some Latin American countries such as Mexico and Brazil 

hours and minutes seem hardly to matter and being an hour late is perfectly acceptable.  Sadly, 

international students seem to have no way of knowing these unwritten rules unless they 

transgress them (as cited in Ward, Bochner and Furnham, 2001, p. 59). Such misunderstandings 

have the potential to rapidly hinder the effectiveness of cross-cultural encounters and precipitate 

feelings of isolation, rejection and acculturative stress (Chapdelaine and Alexitch, 2004, Lin & 

Schertz, 2014). 

Food is also an important part of someone’s culture. According to Collins’ (2008) 

international student use food to create a sense of belonging in their life and a way to connect 

with their home country. By consuming food they are familiar with, international students 

“bridge the sensual gap between here and there” (Collins’, 2008, p.155). Thus, having access to 

the food they know and like provide international student a temporary relief to homesickness. 

Moreover, in accordance with Ward’s (2001) and Adler’s (1975) model adventurous eaters will 

tend to experience less stress over food as they will appraise the change as an opportunity to 

expand their palates whereas, familiar food eaters will reject the food of the host country and will 

suffer additional stress when unable to consistently consume the food from their home country. 
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Upon arrival to the host country, international students need to learn to navigate their new 

surroundings. In addition to communication style and etiquette difficulties, international students 

are likely to experience a number of practical stressors such as finding their way around, using 

the local public transport system and getting use to the climate (Gbadamosi, 2018; Gautam et al., 

2016). Based on Berry’s cultural distance factor, the level of difference between the international 

home country and the host country will be reflected on these daily living activities and it is 

expected that the greater the distance between the home and host culture, the greater the stress 

and demands for adaptation will be (Church, 2008; Hechanova-Alampay et al., (2002); Poyrazli 

et al., 2004; Searle & Ward, 1990; Suanet & Van de Vijver, 2009; Ward & Kennedy, 1999; Yang 

et al., 2005; Yeh & Inose, 2003). 

 

Academic challenges 

Culture and education are inextricably intertwined. Even if similar in some aspects, the 

culture of education differs from one country to another (Chen and Chen, 2009, Quan et al. 2016; 

Zhang & Zhou, 2010; Zhou & Zhang, 2014) and the level of difference between the students’ 

country of origin and the host culture will have a significant impact on a student’s academic 

adjustment. Notably, research showed that European international students experience less 

acculturative stress and greater adjustment than international students from non-western 

countries (Poyrazli & Kavanaugh, 2006; Wilton & Constantine, 2003; Yeh & Inose, 2003). 

Conversely, Asian students tend to have more adjustment difficulties due to cultural distance and 

language barriers (Hwang et al., 2016; Perry, 2016; Poyrazli & Kavanaugh, 2006; Wilton & 

Constantine, 2003). 
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In North America, the teaching methods are student-centered, and students are expected to 

be active participants in their learning rather than passive listeners. In contrast, in China and 

India, where rote memorization is common practice, the education system is teacher-centered 

and mainly based on textbooks making thinking independently and expressing opinion and ideas 

a new and stressful experience for international students (Bird, 2017; Minnesota State 

University, 2017; Quan et al., 2016; Robinson, 1992; Zhang & Mi, 2010). 

As part of the student-centered method preferred in North America, students are expected 

to engage in classroom discussions. For international students used to a teacher-centered 

approach, asking question in class might be consider rude as they were educated in countries 

where one should talk once the knowledge is acquired and not to acquire knowledge (Andrade, 

2006; Kühnen et al. 2012; Li & Grineva, 2017; Lin & Schertz, 2014).  Furthermore, some 

students will avoid participating in class for fear to sound unintelligent (Andrade, 2006, Lin & 

Schertz, 2014) or inadequate in expressing themselves in English language (Lin & Schertz, 2014; 

Perry, 2016; Zhang & Mi, 2010). 

Plagiarism also constitutes a notable cultural difference in the north American education 

system.  Many non-Western countries have different views regarding knowledge ownership 

(Bird, 2017; Chen and Brown, 2012; Gbadamosi, 2018; Gunnarsson, Kulesza and Pettersson, 

2014; Han, 2012; Robinson, 1992).  In South Korea, for example, the concept that an idea or 

thought can be original doesn’t exist and the perspective that an author owns a particular text 

might not be understood. In China, using someone else’s words is encouraged as a form of 

flattery and a way to honor the author. Similarly, people from India will only attribute a text to 

its author if the author is renowned. Otherwise, the word plagiarism doesn’t even exist in the 
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Indian language (University at Buffalo Center for Educational Innovation, 2016).  Because of 

this, many international students will overlook work attribution and might face severe 

academic consequences. In a recent study in which thirty university students were interviewed 

using a critical incident technique and asked to discuss their perception of academic integrity, 

Amanda B. Click (2017) concluded that international students did experience research and 

academic integrity issues but also suggested that these issues could be alleviated by the 

development of better research and information literacy skills. She stated: 

The literature tends to argue that international students do not understand the 

concept of “Western” academic integrity. The participants in this study, however, 

generally demonstrated an understanding of the concept and a willingness to 

develop new behaviors and skills in order to meet expectations (p. 644). 

Similarly, in a study aiming to explore student and staff perceptions of academic 

factors influencing the international student experience, Emma L. Bird (2017) stated that 

“all staff commented that one of the key academic challenges faced by international 

students is comprehension and interpretation of plagiarism in academic work” (p. 337). 

Furthermore, none of the study participants identified plagiarism as a potential academic 

issue which suggest a major discrepancy between student and staff perceptions regarding 

academic conventions and the need for institutions to enhance students’ awareness and 

understanding of academic integrity guidelines. 

Core traditions of learning and teaching also vary greatly across cultures and unfamiliar 

assignments and assessment methods can be challenging for international students.  For example, 

in many countries, institutions place a greater emphasis on exams rather than assignments. 

Therefore, students from countries such as South Korea, Japan, India or Pakistan, will spent very 

little time and effort doing homework as they consider them as unimportant. (University at 
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Buffalo Center for Educational Innovation, 2016).  Similarly, in the Canadian school system 

cooperative learning is common and students are often expected to work in small groups (Lopez, 

Sibley, Lopez and Erturk, 2017) which would be unusual in certain cultures.  In a paper written 

in 2009, Catherine Montgomery looked at two qualitative studies separated by 10 years. The first 

study, conducted in 1998, with both international students and domestic students considered the 

student perceptions of mixed nationality academic group work.  The results showed that both 

domestic and international students preferred working in group with students from a similar 

cultural background as they believed it would facilitate communication and minimized conflicts 

and misunderstandings.  However, even if some stereotypical views of the other groups were still 

present, the results of the study also showed that once international students had experienced 

working in a multicultural group, they developed a more positive attitude and were more 

susceptible to repeat the experience.  The second study was conducted in 2008 using a similar 

sample. Surprisingly, the results of the second study revealed that a mixed nationality group was 

“seen as an opportunity, and the experience of other cultures was viewed as enjoyable” 

(Montgomery, 2009, p. 263). In contrast with the first study, student from other cultures were 

considered having useful alternative perspectives and weren’t seen as unskilled or dependent. 

However, even if a genuine interest in other cultures was present in the second study, some of 

the negative prejudices expressed in the first study were still present ten years later but were, this 

time, essentially directed against the Chinese community. 

 In line with Montgomery’s (2009) findings, a recent study of international students 

attending the Eastern Institute of Technology of Auckland, New Zealand, Lopez et al. concluded 

that “higher levels of stress were associated with the desire to keep work and judgments of work 

private” Lopez, Sibley, Lopez and Erturk, 2017, p.5). Therefore, teamwork and work sharing 
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were consistent with a learning environment where international student would thrive. In 

addition, peer feedback and self-appraisal were also found to be associated with a lower stress 

level.  

Student’s internal dispositions and level or readiness to learn and adapt to the new culture 

will also influence the adjustment process (Kim, 2001). In their study of international student 

adjustment patterns, Hotta and Ting-Toomey’s (2002) confirmed Kim’s (2001) statement and 

found that identity adjustment and communication shifts involves an awareness for the students 

of the need to change their expectations, mindsets and communication style to adjust to the host 

country. To successfully overcome the many stressors related to the academic environment, 

international students will develop new ways of communicating and interacting with others.  

International student adjustment to their new academic environment requires patience, 

effort and the use of active coping strategies.  Consistent with the stress and coping approach of 

acculturation, the development of new competences and the understanding of the norms and 

values of the host society will positively influence the overall student acculturation process. 

Moreover, as suggested by the culture learning theory acquiring and maintaining culture-specific 

skills will allow international students to function successfully in their new environment and 

interact effectively with people from different cultures (Wilson, Ward, Fischer, 2013). 

Although education style and culture can be confusing for many, research has found that 

the main academic challenge for international student remain academic language (Andrade, 

2006; Heikinheimo & Shute, 1986; Quan et al., 2016; Watt, 1996; Wan, 2001; Wu, Garza & 

Guzman, 2015; Lindenberg, 2015). In a qualitative study involving both graduate and 

undergraduate students studying in the southern USA, Wu, Garza and Guzman (2015) confirmed 
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that the lack of English proficiency of international students was a barrier to efficiently 

communicating with their teacher and understanding their teacher’s expectations. 

In other researches involving Chinese graduate students, Huang (2006) as well as Lin and 

Schertz, (2014) found that international students lacked the ability of taking lecture notes and 

understanding academic lectures. Moreover, Lin & Yi (1997) noted that reading textbooks in a 

timely fashion and articulating their knowledge on essays were challenging for international 

students.  Ward and Masgoret (2004), also found that the lack of English ability and insufficient 

knowledge of academic rules and conventions, made writing assignments a difficult task for 

international students. Similarly, many studies have found that giving oral presentations was 

considered difficult and stressful for international students (Coward, 2003; Ferris & Tagg, 1996; 

Gebhard, 2010; Han, 2007; Kao & Gansneder, 1995; Liu, 2001). These findings were confirmed 

by Kuo (2011) who also found that graduate students studying in the southern USA were unable 

to understand the lectures in classes due to the speed at which the teacher talked. Finally, keeping 

up with course caseloads and meeting assignment deadlines were also causing international 

students a considerable amount of stress (Zhang and Mi, 2010) 

Academic stress is not exclusive to international students and many students from the host 

country will also experience similar challenges when transitioning from high school to university 

(Zhang and Zhou, 2010).   However, as revealed in the research above, second language anxiety 

will act as an additional stressor and likely intensify the level of academic stress experienced by 

international student (Smith and Khawaja, 2011). In research conducted with international 

students attending English language school in Australia, showed that Australian nationals had the 
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expectation that international students should be fluent in English and able to communicate 

effectively. According to Gatwiri (2015): 

The lack of positive responses from the Australian public to people who are 

considered ‘different’ has contributed significantly to how international students 

view themselves (…). The expectations many Australians had of international 

student that they should be able to communicate effectively, caused these 

students to feel significant personal and interpersonal distress” (p.7).   

Consistent with Kim’s model, the statement above confirmed that the environmental 

factors such as host society receptivity and acceptance of strangers as well as social expectations 

can negatively affect international student’s wellbeing and cultural integration. 

Social challenges 

Leaving their family and friends behind to study abroad, international students will face a 

wide range of issues including language proficiency issues and lack of knowledge of cultural and 

academic norms.  How international students might deal with these challenges could be 

explained within the stress and coping approach and from the perspectives of social support.  

Many studies (Cobb, 1976; Cohen and Syme, 1985; Cohen and Wills, 1985; Gerdes and 

Mallinckrodt (1994); Mitchell, et al., 1982) have suggested that local support is essential for 

students’ adjustment to a new culture as it will provide emotional help and prevent psychological 

distress (Cobb, 1976; Cohen and Wills, 1985). 

Usually, international student’s networks consist of friendships with co-nationals, host-

nationals or multi-national students (Bochner, McLeod and Lin, 1977; Furnham and Alibhai, 
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1985; Hendrickson, Rosen & Aune, 2011; Kim, 2001). The co-national network, which consist 

of students from the same country as the international student, provide a sense of belonging, a 

feeling of security and an opportunity for the international student to express, preserve and 

engage in practices of their own cultural origin (Zhou et al., 2008, Belford, 20017). It will be used 

mainly for emotional support and recreation purposes (Furnham and Alibhai, 1985).  According 

to the literature, the co-national network will be the main network for most international students 

(Alazzi & Chiodo, 2006; Bochner, McLeod & Lin, 1977; Trice & Elliott, 1993). These bonds with 

students sharing the same culture, even though vital at the beginning of the student’s stay, tend in the 

long-term to impede cultural adjustment as it reduces communication opportunities with the host 

culture (Church, 1982; Kim, 2001; Hendrickson et al. 2011). 

International students will seek support to facilitate academic and language issues from the 

host-national network (Bochner et al. 1977) which is composed of students from the host country 

but also includes professors, advisors, coaches and other academically related contacts. As 

relationships within the host culture enhance cultural skill development and increase student self-

esteem, studies have shown that students who reported having host national friends were better 

adjusted and encountered fewer adjustment issues than students having less or no host national 

friendships (Hechanova-Alampay, et al., 2002; Hirai et al, 2015; Kagan & Cohen, 1990). 

Similarly, Wilson, Ward and Fisher (2013) found that individuals having a greater cultural 

knowledge as well as more contact with host nationals were better adapted socio-culturally. The 

later research also noted the influence of English proficiency in the interactions with host 

nationals and confirmed that a greater ability to speak the host language led to increased contact 

with host nationals and better adjustment outcomes. Furthermore, Swami et al (2010) found that 

having a common language lowered the perceived cultural differences between international and 
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host students increasing the interactions between students. Likewise, Perruci and Hu (1995) 

stated that increased contact with domestic students did “not only strengthens language skills but 

(also) improve the impact of social context factors by improving mutual understanding and 

acceptance” (p.506). 

Studies have also shown that contact with domestic student is strongly related to 

international student’s satisfaction with their academic program and community involvement 

(Perruci and Hu, 1995).  Supporting this statement, Zhang and Zhou’s (2010) research with 

Chinese international students studying at a Canadian university, found that participants who had 

friends amongst the native English speakers were more likely to be satisfied with their study 

experience and have a “higher level of confidence to successfully complete their programs” 

(p.50) 

Nevertheless, a student’s low social confidence due to linguistic deficits and cultural 

differences makes developing friendships with the host society a difficult task (Gebhard, 2012) 

Findings from Zhou and Zhang’s (2014) research of first year international students at a 

Canadian university, showed that only 10% of international students were sharing recreational 

activities with local students was, therefore, not surprising. Likewise, in a study by Rajapaksa 

and Dundes (2002) involving international students at the college level, 42% of the participants 

declared having no friends from the host culture.  In addition, international students who stated 

having domestic student friends noted that these friendships were mostly superficial in nature 

(Jiao, 2006; Yan & Berliner, 2013) whereas relationships with student from similar background 

were much deeper. Similarly, Belford (2017) noted that interactions with host national in class 
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were mainly geared towards group assignment or collegial support and rarely extend to 

friendship. 

Beside the language deficit, the difficulty for international students to establish friendships 

with host nationals can also be explained, by the local students’ lack of deliberate effort to 

facilitate the development of  such relations (Bochner, Hutnik and Furnham, 1985) which, in 

turn, might result in discouraging international students to make further efforts to integrate in the 

host culture and push them towards having more, and exclusive, interactions with their network 

of co-national friends (Miller et al, 1971). In addition, Sandhu (1994) suggested that culture 

distance might also add to the difficulty of making local friends; for students coming from 

collectivistic non-Western countries, fraternizing with students who emphasized on 

individualism and assertiveness might be significantly challenging. However, according to Mak, 

Brown and Wadey (2013), when local students engaged with international students who were 

able to communicate effectively in English, satisfying interpersonal relationships were built 

which confirmed that lesser language barriers open more possibilities of cross-cultural friendship 

and better social connection (Gatwiri, 2015). 

In line with the research above, a meta-analysis conducted by Wilson, Ward and Fisher 

(2013) examining research that used the Socio-Cultural Adaptation Scale (SCAS) concluded that 

individuals who had better language competency, greater cultural knowledge, and more contact 

with host nationals were better socio-culturally adjusted. The authors also found that individuals 

who perceived a larger disparity between the home country and the host country had lower level 

of sociocultural adaptation. 
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Lastly, a multi-national network which is inclusive of other international students will 

provide a sense of togetherness and companionship as well as an opportunity to learn about other 

cultures (Bochner et al., 1977; Hendrickson, Rosen & Aune, 2011).  Furthermore, according to 

Wei, Wang, Heppner, and Du (2012), relationships with multi ethnic groups will also serve as an 

opportunity to reduce the negative effects of perceived discrimination.  

As social media has become an important channel through which individuals share 

information and maintain social ties, research has suggested that social media use was associated 

with better social adjustment (Gerdes and Mallinckrodt, 1994, Lin et al., 2012; Seo et al., 2016). 

According to Zhou and Zhang’s (2014), close family and friends from one’s home country also 

account for an important source of support for international students. Findings from their 

research indicated that 87% of the study participants communicated with their family back home 

every week. In addition, international students who interacted with host students via social media 

were found to be better socially adapted (Lin, Peng, Kim, Kim, & LaRose, 2012). Although 

maintaining contact with family and friends from their home country via internet helped mitigate 

the feelings of homesickness of international students, Zhou and Zhang (2014) also suggested 

that this might slow down the adjustment process and limit student interactions with the host 

culture. In addition, Demes and Geeraert (2015), argued that distant support strategies tend to 

increase international student’s level of stress. Furthermore, too much contact with the co-

national network will adversely affect language acquisition and increase the length of the adjustment 

period (Hendrickson, Rosen & Aune, 2011). 

Finally, increased contact with friend and family from home would reduce the opportunity for 

contact between domestic and international students which might have a negative effect on the 

academic environment itself.  In a study conducted in 2010, using Bennett’s model, Barron and 
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Dasli, measured the level of intercultural sensitivity between home and international students 

studying at a university in the UK. Findings showed that some students were likely to move 

towards the ethnorelative stages of the model as they demonstrated an overall acceptance and 

possible adaptation to cultural differences. However, findings also showed that domestic students 

were most likely to retain an ethnocentric attitude towards others as they were found minimizing 

cultural differences or failing to address them. The researchers concluded that these attitudes 

resulted in a divided campus where students were cohabiting but weren’t living harmoniously 

together. 

As seen above, international students tend to seek various types of support (emotional, 

academic) from different types of friendships (co-national, multi-national). However, according 

to Hendrickson et al. (2010) and Wei et al. (2012) it is suggested that a balanced network of both 

friendships with individuals of the same culture and the host culture will offer better 

opportunities for social support and make the international student experience in the host country 

more satisfying. 

Conversely, the inability to establish fulfilling support networks will contribute to feeling 

of loneliness and anxiety. Wess (1973) distinguishes two types of loneliness; emotional and 

social. On one hand, emotional loneliness results from the absence of deep intimate ties such as 

that with a parent and is characterized by anxiety and apprehension.  On the other hand, social 

loneliness results from the lack of having an engaging social network with peers sharing the 

same views and is characterized by feelings of boredom and exclusion. In an article underlying 

the findings of a qualitative research study conducted by Erlenawati Sawir in 2005 and involving 

two hundred students from thirty universities in Australia, Sawir et al., (2008) suggested that 
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international students will experience both types of loneliness. In accordance with Ward’s model 

and contrasting with Oberg’s model of acculturation, feelings of loneliness were found to be 

more intense at the early stage of adjustment and to diminish in time.  

In the same article, Sawir et al., (2008) contended that international student loneliness can 

also be triggered by the differences in cultural values and norms and exacerbated by language 

deficiencies. As they believe loneliness is better understood when cultural variations are taken 

into account, they suggested that cultural loneliness should be added to the loneliness categories 

suggested by Wess (1973).  Sawir and al. (2008) also asserted that loneliness will manifest itself 

in different forms and intensity from one individual to other and alleged that the perception of 

loneliness will be strongly influenced by the individual’s personality. 

Coping Strategies 
 

Although the present study presented cultural, academic and social adjustment as separate 

dimensions, each challenge overlaps and influences the others. These stressors may result in 

acculturative stress in international students and negatively impact upon their psychological and 

sociocultural adaptation (Ward, 2001). Acculturative stress will manifest itself in many ways. In 

a physiological and physical manner, acculturation stress might induce impairment of the 

immune system, high blood pressure and body temperature, increase pulse and heart rate, lack or 

loss of appetite, sleep deprivation, low stamina and energy level, headaches and gastrointestinal 

problems (Axelson, 1993; Thomas & Althen, 1989; Winkelman, 1994 as cited in Mori, 2000). 

As international students’ brain will need to work harder to concentrate on tasks it used to be 

able to do easily in the context of the original culture, cognitive fatigue, mental exhaustion and 

burn-out are also common to international students (Winkelman as cited in Mori, 2000). 
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Psychologically, feelings of loss, disappointment and sadness might occur when international 

students realize they had unrealistic expectations regarding their experience abroad. Some 

students who were high academic achiever in their own countries might develop a sense of 

inferiority and frustration once confronted to lower marks they might get due to lack of English 

proficiency and maladjustments to academic culture (Sandhu, 1995 as cited in Mori 2000). 

Others may experience deep feelings of loneliness, isolation and homesickness when struggling 

to adjusting to their new environment. A few will even fall into a depressive state exacerbated by 

strong feeling of helplessness and hopelessness (Sandhu and Asrabadi, 1994 as cited in Mori, 

2000).  

Acculturative stress resulting from life changes faced by international students during their 

journey abroad will affect their adjustment process. Although stress was most likely to be 

considered negative in early acculturation theories, Kim (2001) and Berry (2006) argued that 

acculturative stress can positively impact adaptation and lead to individual growth. However, 

student appraisal of the life changes as well as the coping strategy chosen to overcome stress are 

strong predictors of the international students’ degree of cultural adaptation. Coping can be 

described as a mechanism for an individual to restore a sense of control in their environment.  

Skinner et al. (2003) suggested that coping strategies are either primary or secondary in nature.  

Primary or problem-focused coping strategy are dependent on the context and entail taking direct 

action to try to gain control over or change the stress generating component of the environment 

whereas secondary or emotion-focused coping strategy are influenced by personality factors and 

involve changing one’s own beliefs and expectations to reduce or manage stress and adapt to the 

environment. According to Compas et al. (2001), secondary coping strategies will be beneficial 

when the environment is unchangeable or uncontrollable leaving little or no place for individual 
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perceived control. As an example, international students have no control over the fact of being 

separated from their families during their study abroad and accepting the situation as temporary 

or as an opportunity to explore a new way of life is considered to be an emotion-focused coping 

strategy. In contrast, using primary coping strategies is preferable in environments where the 

individual has a high level of control over the stressful components of the environment. As an 

example, taking steps to improve their English proficiency is considered to be a problem-focus 

coping strategy as international student have some degree of control over the problem causing 

stress, which is the English deficiency. 

Likewise, Carver, Scheier and Weintraub (1989) suggested that individual experiencing 

stress is likely to use a problem-focused coping approach if they perceive the problem causing 

the stress can be solved or modified. In contrast, if the individual perceives the problem causing 

the stress cannot be solved, an emotion-focused coping approach will be preferred.  

In an effort to develop an instrument to assess individual coping styles, Carver, Scheier and 

Weintraub (1989) proposed a list of fifteen coping strategies classified under either the problem-

focused or the emotion-focused approach (see figure 8 and 9).  

Coping Strategy Description 
Active coping Taking steps to try to remove the stressor or try to 

improve its effects by initiating direct action, increasing 
one’s efforts and trying to cope in a systematic way  

Restraint Waiting until an appropriate opportunity to act presents 
itself, holding oneself back, and not acting prematurely  

Suppression of competing activities Suppressing activities with the intent of concentrating 
more fully on the challenge or threat at hand. Might 
involve putting other projects aside, avoiding becoming 
distracted by other event, letting things slide, if 
necessary, to better deal with the stressor. 

Planning Thinking about how to cope with a stressor by drawing 
action strategies, thinking about what steps to take and 
how best to handle the problem  

Use of instrumental support Seeking advice and assistance to deal with the problem 
at hand. 
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Seeking information Seeking information on the problem at hand. 

Figure 8. Problem-Focused Strategies Used to Cope with Stress, from Carver, C. S., Scheier, M. 
F., Weintraub, J. K. (1989). Assessing coping strategies: a theoretically based approach. Journal 
of Personality and Social Psychology, 56(2), 267-283. 

 
Coping Strategy Description 
Use of emotional social support Getting moral support, sympathy or understanding on a 

problem at hand. 
Focus on venting of emotions Stating one’s unpleasant feelings or expressing one’s 

negative feeling. Letting go. 
Behavioral disengagement Reducing one’s effort to deal with the stressor. 

Mental disengagement Engaging in activities to distract from thinking about the 
situation or goal the stressor is associated with. Using 
alternative activities, such as games, exercises, watching 
movies, daydreaming or sleeping. 

Positive reinforcement and growth Managing distress emotions, rather than dealing with the 
stressor per se; 

Denial Refusal to believe that the stressor exists or trying to act 
as though the stressor is not real. 

Acceptance Accepting the reality of a stressful situation. 

Religious Turning to religion in times of stress. 

Humor Joking about the feelings of stress or stressor 

Substance use Mental disengagement through usage of substances 

Assessing blame Blaming oneself or another for the stress 

Social comparison Comparing the situation to that of another person 

Wishful thinking Believing in a more positive outcome than evidence 
predicts 

Figure 9. Emotion-Focused Strategies Used to Cope with Stress, from Carver, C. S., Scheier, M. 
F., Weintraub, J. K. (1989). Assessing coping strategies: a theoretically based approach. Journal 
of Personality and Social Psychology, 56(2), 267-283. 

It is important to note that these coping strategies are used in a wide range of stressful 

situations and are not particularly adapted to the cross-cultural experience of international 

students.  In fact, the literature regarding positive coping strategies in cross cultural adjustment 

seems to be very limited as the majority of the research emphasizes maladaptive coping 

strategies such as denial, venting and behavioral disengagement). 
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However, in a study of international students attending a university in Singapore, Ward, 

Leong and Kennedy (1998) as cited in Ward (2001) found that secondary or emotion-focused 

coping strategies such as acceptance and positive reinterpretation was associated with a lower 

level of perceived stress. Similarly, in a research investigating the impact of separation from 

family and friends on the psychological adjustment of international students in New Zealand, 

Szabo, Ward et Jose (2015) found that international students had a low-level of perceived control 

over the fact of being separated from their own countries and loved ones. Therefore, they 

experienced a lower level of stress when using secondary coping strategies such as seeing the 

positive side of their experience abroad, accepting that their difficulties would only be 

temporary, making new friends and exploring a new life in their new country. Conversely, the 

study also suggested, that students who preferred using primary coping strategies such as 

keeping daily contact with family and friends back home experienced more anxiety and 

adjustment difficulties.  In line with the findings above, Demes and Geeraert (2015) have 

confirmed that lower level of stress were reported when research participants relied on coping 

approach such as acceptance whereas higher level of stress where associated with avoidance and 

self-blame. 

In addition, Jerry G. Gebhard (2012) in a qualitative research study aimed at identifying 

adjustments problems and behaviours of international students, interviewed eighty-five students 

over a decade and found that some behaviours were successful in coping with acculturative stress 

whereas some others were not as effective.  Some of the behaviours identified as efficient coping 

strategies, for international students were keeping photos of family and friends on their wall, 

listening to their favorite native music and using social media to connect with family and friends 

in their home countries. Praying and sharing meals with co-national and celebrating familiar 
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native holidays were also found to be efficient behavior to reduce acculturative stress as well as 

using humour.  The study also revealed that international students successfully used an 

observation/imitation strategy to help them learn and understand some essential intercultural 

communication behaviours such as greetings, non-verbal language and body distance. Similar 

strategy was used in the academic setting to learn how to sit in the classroom, taking turns in 

group discussion and giving classroom presentation.  Finally, in addition to finding supportive 

people among classmates, student organizations and professors, international students also used 

reflection as a way to help them improve their cultural communication skills. Inversely, 

excessive complaining, withdrawing and expecting others to adapt to them were identified as 

maladaptive coping strategies.  

In the course of their acculturation journey, international students will encounter a 

multitude of challenges and use various coping strategies to alleviate stress. As no strategy fits 

all, these coping strategies are as diverse as the international student population itself.  

The acculturation process and adjustment challenges of international students attending 

post-secondary institutions has been well documented.  However, very few studies have 

emphasized on the experiences of high school students. In the present research, the researcher 

used the literature from the topic to compare the adjustment challenges of high school 

international students to the ones experienced by students in higher education and hypothesized 

that these challenges will be similar for both groups of international students. 

Summary 
 

All people are born with skills to acquire culture (Oberg 1960, p.144). When two cultures 

collide, individuals construct of rules, beliefs and traditions are lost which might generate 

emotions leading to culture shock. While earlier acculturation theories were based on the disease 
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model and focused on the negative effects of cross-cultural contacts, contemporary growth 

theories perceive culture shock as an opportunity to stimulate, motivate and, enhance individual 

intercultural competences.  Incorporating major theoretical approaches of acculturation, the ABC 

of cultural encounters provide a comprehensive model for understanding the effects of cross-

cultural contact on individuals.  As each international student will experience culture shock 

differently, it was important to describe different models of acculturation to explore the degree to 

which these models reflect the experience of international students. Looking at the different 

stressors and coping strategies used by international students was also needed as these elements 

were central to the acculturation theories falling under the stress and coping approach which 

guided this research project. In addition, the current literature review showed that the 

acculturation process and adjustments challenges of international students attending post-

secondary institutions has been well documented.  However, we found that very few studies have 

emphasized on the experiences of high school students. Therefore, in the present research, the 

literature relating to the cultural, academic and social challenges was used to compare the 

adjustment challenges of high school international students to the ones experienced by students 

in higher education.  The next chapters will outline the research approach employed and 

provided details of the research planning, the data collection and analysis as well as the 

interpretation procedures.  

 
 
 

Methods 
 

The purpose of this sequential explanatory mixed methods study was to provide an 

overview of the challenges experienced by high school international students from their own 

perspectives and to compare these challenges to the ones experienced by international students in 
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higher education as found in the literature. This research was also intended to provide a better 

understanding of the acculturation process by examining different models of cultural adaptation 

and their relevance to the experiences of high school international students. 

In the first phase, quantitative research questionnaire addressed the comparison of the 

challenges experienced by high school international students and international students attending 

higher education institutions. In the second phase, qualitative interviews were used to explain the 

quantitative data in more depth and explore which cultural adaptation model better reflects the 

acculturation experience of high school international students.    

A mixed methods model was selected based on the assumption that collecting diverse types 

of data best provides a more complete understanding of the research problem than either 

quantitative or qualitative data alone (Creswell, 2003). The value of multiple methods also 

resided in the idea that all methods had bias and weaknesses, and the collection of both 

quantitative and qualitative data minimized the weaknesses of each form of data (Creswell, 2003, 

Ivankova, Creswell, & Stick, 2006). Mixed methods research is becoming increasingly 

articulated and is now recognized as the third major research approach along with qualitative 

research and quantitative research (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003). Today, mixed methods are 

evolving into a dominant design structure for research in the education field. A mixed methods 

research design allowed the researcher to make more accurate inferences; the consistency 

between the experiences of high school international students’ acculturation (quantitatively 

described using a questionnaire) and their subjective interpretations of these experiences 

(obtained through their responses to the subsequent interviews) made the study’s conclusions 

much stronger.   

Questionnaire Participants 
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This study used a non-probability, purposeful convenience sample inclusive of 93 (N = 93) 

high school international students from grade 10 to 12, attending a high school located in 

Duncan, BC and registered into the Cowichan Valley International Student Program. Participants 

were from various countries, from both genders and ranged from 15 to 18 years of age.  To 

participate in the study, students needed to be studying under a study permit, attend ESL classes 

and not have English as a first language.  All students were in Canada for at least two months 

and were all residing in homestays.  

As a homestay coordinator, the researcher is locating, selecting and orienting host families 

before the students’ arrival and monitoring homestay placements during the students’ stay.  In 

addition, the researcher is supporting the students and the families during the school year, 

hearing issues or concerns about living situation, safety and wellbeing, providing ongoing 

counseling, dispute resolution, and mediation for homestay families and students when needed. 

The School District 79 includes four high schools and hires two homestay coordinators. Each 

homestay coordinator is responsible for two high schools. The possibility that the student’s 

responses could be influenced base on my position was taken into consideration and to minimize 

this risk, the participant to this study were attending a high school assigned to a colleague of the 

researcher. The researcher homestay services were not offered to the study participants and no 

relationships were ever created between the study participants and the researcher. 

The participants to this study were under the custodianship of the International Student 

Program Principal. In this study the term “custodian” refers to a person appointed by a child’s 

parent or guardian in an international student’s authorized document to care for that child. 

International student programs and the Canadian federal government require that international 

students who are minors have a custodian while studying in the Province of British Columbia 
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(BC Ministry of Education, 2015). Most of the participants being minors, the students’ legal 

custodian also received a consent form and authorization to proceed was given. 

Interview Participants  
 

The students who have indicated in the questionnaire as being willing to participate in the 

second part of the study were invited to meet with the researcher for a face to face interview.  

The students were given clear and concise information regarding the second phase of the 

research, agreed to participate and signed a consent form.  The participants were also informed 

of their right to refuse to participate or the stop the interview at any time. The students were 

ensured their participation will be kept confidential and were asked to choose a pseudonym 

which was used when the researcher quoted the student in his findings.  

Instruments 
 

To measure the degree of difficulty associated with interpersonal and daily life situations 

of high school international students and provide a better understanding of the experiences of 

high school students who are adapting to life in BC, this study used The Ward and Kennedy 

(1999) Sociocultural Adaptation Scale. 

Sociocultural adaptation refers to the acquisition of behavioral skills needed for living in a 

new cultural environment (Searle & Ward, 1990). The SCAS is variable in item length as it is 

intended to be adaptable for individuals traveling to different countries and under different 

circumstances (Ward & Kennedy, 1999, p.662).  The original Sociocultural Adaptation Scale 

(SCAS) was developed using 29 items and assessing both behavioral and cognitive difficulties. 

In the present study, 19 items assessing behavioral difficulties were used and none of the items 

assessing cognitive difficulties were included in the questionnaire.   In addition to the 

sociocultural assessment questions, the questionnaire also included two questions used to 
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determine the student’s level of satisfaction with their experience in the Cowichan Valley 

International Student Program. The first satisfaction question referred to the overall student 

satisfaction. The students were asked to respond to the question using a five-point Likert scale 

ranging from “Extremely satisfied,” to “Extremely dissatisfied.”  The second question provided 

students with an opportunity to share an open-ended response and explain what influenced their 

overall satisfaction rating using their own voice. Demographic questions regarding gender, 

country of origin, length of residence in Canada, and grade were also added to the questionnaire 

as well as a last item regarding the student’s first impression when they arrived in Canada. For 

this last item, students were asked to respond using a three-point Likert scale ranging from 

“Happy/excited” to “Sad/Depress”. 

The Sociocultural Adaptation Scale is divided into three sociocultural factors: daily life, 

academic life, and social interaction. In filling in the questionnaire, the students were asked to 

indicate the amount of difficulty they experienced in specific situations using a five-point Likert 

scale ranging from “very easy” to “very difficult”.  Average scores of the 19 items were used to 

measure the overall socio-cultural adaptation level. Higher values obtained in the scale indicated 

greater difficulty in socio-cultural adaptation. As a measurement of sociocultural adaptation, the 

SCAS has been widely utilized in acculturation research and has proven to be a highly reliable, 

valid, and versatile measure of behavioral adaptability (Gudykunst, 1999, p. 553). However, all 

the studies that used the SCAS so far were conducted with international students at the university 

level. Even though the SCAS was never administered to high school international students, its 

flexibility and adaptability to my particular sample made it the instrument of choice.   
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In the first phase of this research, two versions of the same close-ended questionnaire were 

used; an online version using the Qualtrics platform and a paper version. The online version was 

used to allow the students to access the questionnaire easily, on their own time, and using a 

device they were familiar with. While the low return rate of online questionnaire is well known 

(Dörnyei, 2007), students appear to be the exception and may be more inclined to complete an 

online questionnaire than a paper version (Shih & Xitao, 2008).   

In the second phase of this research, the students who indicated their willingness to 

participate, were invited to a face to face, semi-structured, open-ended interview. The main 

purpose of the interview was to give the students the opportunity to explain and offer insights 

into their questionnaire answers. The secondary purpose of the interview was to test the 

hypothesis that Oberg’s (1965) U-curve model better describe the acculturation experience of 

high school international students. To establish a relation between the sociocultural adjustment 

level of the students and the stages of acculturation as described in the U-curve model, the 

researcher revisited the questions of the questionnaire and asked the student if their answers 

would have been the same if asked at the time of arrival. 

In addition, during the interview, the researcher presented and described three different 

cultural adaptation models to the participants: The U-Curve (Oberg, 1960), the Psychological 

and Sociocultural Adaptation Models (WARD, 2001) and the Stress-Adaption-Growth Theory 

(Kim, 2001). Then, the participants were asked which model reflected their personal adjustment 

process best.  The participants were also asked to draw their own curve to depict their personal 

adjustment process over time. After having completed their drawing (or while completing it), 

participants were asked to talk about their curve. The completed curves were not analyzed per se, 
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but the participants’ explanations as to how their different challenges had changed over time 

formed part of the interview. 

Eight face to face interviews were conducted with the participants who volunteered to 

participate. A semi-structure interview was preferred to give the student the freedom to express 

their views in their own words and provide the researcher with an in-depth understanding of the 

student’s own perception and experience. The interviews took place at the school in a quiet and 

comfortable room where the students could feel safe and relaxed. The interviews were conducted 

after school hours. During the interviews, the researcher stayed distant enough not to dominate 

the student’s voice and responsive enough to make the students comfortable and encourage open 

and meaningful conversation. Moreover, the researcher’s own personal experience as an 

international student was shared with the participants and was helpful in building an emphatic 

understanding of the issues and generated a deeper communication. The participants were 

informed of their ability to take a break or stop the interview if they were feeling uncomfortable 

or too emotional. The interviews were done in English. However, due to the various level of 

English of the participants, the researcher purposefully used simplified English, made sure to 

repeat each question a second time, and asked the participants to confirm his/her understanding. 

The use of an online translator was also allowed and used when the participant indicated 

they didn’t understand the question. To guard against inaccuracy of the data, the interviews were 

fully audio-recorded and transcribed.  

Analysis Techniques 
 

The survey was introduced to the students in November 2018 and, by the beginning of 

December thirty-nine (39) completed online questionnaires were received representing a 

response rate of 41.93%. No paper questionnaire was return. The quantitative data was analysed 



  

 

71 

using a descriptive statistical procedure summarized in frequency tables, along with Spearman's 

correlations and Mann-Whitney U tests conducted in order to answer this study's research 

questions. The results were then compared to the findings of various studies done with 

international students of higher education level to establish a similarity of the challenges between 

both groups. 

The qualitative data was then examined and separated by themes. The themes were then 

grouped based on the length of time the students were in Canada to establish a relation between 

the level of adjustment and the length of time spent in Canada and identify which cultural 

adaptation model better describes the acculturation experience of high school international 

students. 

Procedures 
 

This mixed method study was approved by the Ethics Committee, and an informed consent 

form was given to all the research participants. The data collection process was started by 

visiting the ESL classes to talk about the questionnaire and the purpose of my research. A paper 

version of the questionnaire was distributed to the students by the ESL teacher during my visit to 

their class. The paper version included a link to the online version.  The students interested in 

receiving the survey link by email were also invited to provide their email address to the 

researcher. The online questionnaire was available in nine languages including, Portuguese, 

Simplified Chinese, Dutch, French, German, Italian, Japanese, Korean and Spanish.  The 

students were given clear and concise information regarding the research and were informed of 

their right to refuse to complete the questionnaire. In addition, at the end of the questionnaire, the 

students were informed of the second phase of the research and asked if they would agree to 

participate in a face to face interview if selected.  The students wanting to know more about the 
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follow-up interview were asked to thick the “yes” box and to provide their email address. The 

students were ensured that their identity would remain unknown.   

Validity and Reliability 

Since the level of English of each participant fluctuated from low to average, an ESL 

teacher was consulted and, both tests questions were re-worded to suit an ESL grade ten student 

level of understanding. To maintain student interest, the multiple choices answers were presented 

in colorful graphics form. The questionnaire was pilot tested with fourteen students and some 

minor adjustments to the wording were made based on their suggestions.  

To avoid incomplete, unintelligible and ambiguous verbal responses and to take into 

account the non-verbal aspect of communication, the researcher in the present study, has decided 

to transcribe the interviews herself as hiring a professional typist, unfamiliar with the participants 

would have be less effective.  In addition, to confirm the content of the interviews and to avoid 

ambiguity, the participants of this study were asked to review the transcribed interviews to make 

sure they were understood well and confirmed that the interpretation of the researcher was 

accurate.  

This study used two instruments, a questionnaire and face to face interviews. Triangulation 

was used to confirm the data obtained through the questionnaire and the interviews.  The 

interviews were transcribed to increase the internal reliability. The researcher’s background, the 

participant characteristics, the data collection methods and analysis were described in the study 

which allowed for increased replicability. 

Findings 
 

In this chapter, the statistical analysis used to evaluate the research questions and 

hypothesis are described and summarized.   
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As suggested by Creswell (2008), in sequential designs, the data collected through 

quantitative and qualitative approaches are analysed separately. The present research used 

descriptive and inferential statistics to analyse the quantitative data and a coding and thematic 

approach to analyse the qualitative data. At the point of interpretation, both quantitative and 

qualitative data were combined and compared to establish relationships between the views of the 

questionnaire and the interview participants. 

The findings from the questionnaire and the interviews have been organised into three 

sections; demographics, international student challenges and culture shock.  

Demographics 

A summary of the questionnaire sample’s demographics was prepared. Out of the 39 

questionnaire respondents, close to 26% were residing in Europe, with close to 44% residing in 

Asia, and close to 31% residing in South and Central America. China was found to be the most 

common country of origin, representing slightly above 41% of the sample, with the next most 

common country consisting of Brazil, which represented close to 18% of the sample. All 

remaining countries each represented less than 8% of the entire sample. Students were ranging 

from 15 to 18 years of age with close to 8% of respondents being 15, slightly over 41% were 

aged 16, slightly over 23% were aged 17, and slightly over 28% were 18 years of age. Next, 

slightly over 15% of respondents were in grade 10, with close to 59% in grade 11, and close to 

26% in grade 12. With respect to time in Canada, close to 54% of respondents had spent between 

one and three months in Canada, with close to 8% having spent between four and eight months, 

and slightly over 38% having spent nine months or more.  

 
Continent of Residence 
Europe 10 25.64% 
Asia 17 43.59% 
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South and Central America 12 30.77% 
 
Country of Origin 
Belgium            2         5.13% 
Brazil           7        17.94% 
Chile            2         5.13% 
China           16        41.03% 
Germany            1         2.56% 
Italy            3         7.69% 
Japan            3         7.69% 
Mexico            3         7.69% 
Spain            2         5.13% 
 
Age 
15 3 7.69% 
16 16 41.03% 
17 9 23.08% 
18 11 28.21% 
 
Grade 
10 6 15.38% 
11 23 58.97% 
12 10 25.64% 
 
Months in Canada 
1-3 21 53.85% 
4-8 3 7.69% 
9+ 15 38.46% 
 
Figure 10.  Descriptive statistics: Questionnaire participant’s demographics 

 
 A summary of the interview participant’s demographic was also prepared.  Out of the eight 

interview participants, two were from Europe, five were from Asia and one was from South 

America. Students were ranging from 15 to 17 years of age with five of them being 16 years old 

(62.5 %) and studying in grade 11 (62.5%). With respect to the students’ length of residence, 

four of them (50.0%) had been in Canada for 1 to 3 months, 1 (12.5%) for 4 to 8 months and 

three (37.5%) for more than 9 months. 

Continent of Residence 
Europe  2 25.00% 
Asia  5 62.50% 
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South and Central America 1 12.50% 
 
Country of Origin 
Belgium (Student 3)         1         12.5% 
China (Student 2, 7 and 8)        3       37.5% 
Germany (Student 5)      1         12.5% 
Japan (Student 4 and 6)           2         25.0% 
Mexico (Student 1)       1         12.5% 
 
Age 
15 1 12.50% 
16 5 62.50% 
17 2 25.00% 
18 0 0.00% 
 
Grade 
10 2 25.00% 
11 5 62.50% 
12 1 12.50% 
 
Months in Canada 
1-3 4 50.00% 
4-8 1 12.50% 
9+ 3 37.50%  
 
Figure 11. Descriptive statistics - Interview Participant's demographics 

Mann-Whitney U tests were conducted in order to determine whether the continent of 

origin predicts the overall level of adjustment. Table 12 summarizes the results of these analyses. 

As shown, statistical significance was not found in any case, indicating no support for this 

question. 

  
                                           N       Rank Sum          χ2 (df)       χ2 with ties (df) 

Dealing with Climate 
Europe    10     197.00 1.256 (2) 1.376 (2) 
Asia    17     308.00  
South and Central America    12     275.00  
 
Finding Your Way 
Europe    10     222.00 2.285 (2) 2.640 (2) 
Asia    17     367.50  
South and Central America    12     190.50  
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Transport System 
Europe    10     196.00 3.048 (2) 3.214 (2) 
Asia    17     395.00  
South and Central America    12     189.00  
 
Daily Necessities 
Europe    10     235.00 1.774 (2) 2.017 (2) 
Asia    17     341.00  
South and Central America    12     204.00  
 
Going Shopping 
Europe    10     222.50 1.245 (2) 1.375 (2) 
Asia    17     352.50  
South and Central America    12     205.00 
 
Going to the Restaurant 
Europe    10     241.00 3.717 (2) 4.142 (2) 
Asia    17     358.50  
South and Central America    12     180.50  
 
Writing Assignments 
Europe    10     225.50 1.045 (2) 1.105 (2) 
Asia    17     343.50  
South and Central America    12     211.00  
 
Expressing Your Ideas 
Europe    10     231.00 .996 (2) 1.084 (2) 
Asia    17     320.50  
South and Central America    12     228.50 
 
Academic Work 
Europe    10     220.50 1.933 (2) 2.107 (2) 
Asia    17     365.00  
South and Central America    12     194.50  
 
Understanding the Teacher 
Europe     9     173.00 .303 (2) .329 (2) 
Asia    17     349.00  
South and Central America    12     219.00  
 
Course Materials 
Europe    10     207.50  2.515 (2) 2.820 (2) 
Asia    17     383.00  
South and Central America    12     189.50 
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Following Program Rules 
Europe    10     188.00 3.217 (2) 3.885 (2) 
Asia    17     400.00 
South and Central America    12     192.00 
 
Making Friends w/ Intl. 
Europe    10     189.00 .203 (2) .246 (2) 
Asia    17     338.00  
South and Central America    12     253.00  
 
Making Canadian Friends 
Europe    10     224.00 .988 (2) 1.052 (2) 
Asia    17     307.00 
South and Central America    12     249.00 
 
Understanding Canadian Jokes 
Europe    10     213.50 2.913 (2) 3.109 (2) 
Asia    17     382.00 
South and Central America    12     184.50 
 
Understanding the Local Accent 
Europe    10     239.00 5.235 (2) 5.831 (2) 
Asia    17     375.00 
South and Central America    12     166.00 
 
Unpleasant or Rude 
Europe    10     220.00 1.058 (2) 1.173 (2) 
Asia    17     304.00 
South and Central America    12     256.00 
 
Living Away 
Europe    10     150.00 4.637 (2) 5.055 (2) 
Asia    17     326.00 
South and Central America    12     304.00 
 
People in Authority 
Europe    10     188.50 3.977 (2) 4.603 (2) 
Asia    17     406.00  
South and Central America    12     185.50     
Note. *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001. 
Figure 12: Mann-Whitney U Tests with Survey Items and Continent 

 
 Analyses were then conducted in order to determine whether the student's length of stay in 

Canada predicts the overall level of adjustment. Among these analyses, significance was only 
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indicated in two cases, with respect to items “dealing with the climate”, ρ(36) = -.389, p < .05, 

and “dealing with people in authority”, ρ(36) = .384, p < .05. 

 Significance was not found with regard to the remaining items, “finding your way around”, 

ρ(36) = .071, p = .673, “using the transport system”, ρ(36) = .053, p = .754, “buying daily 

necessities”, ρ(36) = -.118, p = .480, “going shopping”, ρ(36) = -.100, p = .549, “going to the 

restaurant”, ρ(36) = -.073, p = .663, “writing assignments”, ρ(36) = -.016, p = .925, “expressing 

your ideas in class”, ρ(36) = -.141, p = .400, “coping with academic work”, ρ(36) = .030, p = 

.857, “understanding the teacher in class”, ρ(36) = .088, p = .598, “reading and understanding 

course materials”, ρ(36) = .204, p = .219, “following program rules”, ρ(36) = .193, p = .246, 

“making friends with other international students”, ρ(36) = .089, p = .595, “making Canadian 

friends”, ρ(36) = -.067, p = .690, “understanding Canadian jokes”, ρ(36) = .148, p = .374, 

“understanding the local accent”, ρ(36) = .004, p = .981, “dealing with unpleasant or rude 

people”, ρ(36) = -.118, p = .479, “dealing with living away from family and friends”, ρ(36) = 

.110, p = .513. these results suggest a lack of support for this question as a large majority of these 

analyses failed to achieve statistical significance. 

The following question asked whether the student's age predicts the level of adjustment. 

No significant correlations were found here, with all analyses being non-significant, “dealing 

with climate”, ρ(36) = -.304, p = .063, “finding your way around”, ρ(36) = -.114, p = .498, 

“using transport system”, ρ(36) = .042, p = .804, “buying daily necessities”, ρ(36) = -.263, p = 

.110, “going shopping”, ρ(36) = -.224, p = .177, “going to the restaurant”, ρ(36) = -.147, p = 

.379, “writing assignments”, ρ(36) = -.094, p = .574, “expressing your ideas in class”, ρ(36) = -

.232, p = .161, “coping with academic work”, ρ(36) = .034, p = .841, “understanding the teacher 

in class”, ρ(36) = .035, p = .835, “reading and understanding the course materials”, ρ(36) = -
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.008, p = .963, “following program rules”, ρ(36) = .197, p = .235, “making friends with other 

international students”, ρ(36) = .100, p = .549, “making Canadian friends”, ρ(36) = -.030, p = 

.857, “understanding Canadian jokes”, ρ(36) = .131, p = .434, “understanding the local accent”, 

ρ(36) = -.086, p = .608, “dealing with unpleasant or rude people”, ρ(36) = .083, p = .619, 

“dealing with living away from family and friends”, ρ(36) = .093, p = .581, “dealing with people 

in authority”, ρ(36) = .103, p = .539. the results suggest no support for this question. 

Mann-Whitney U tests were again conducted in order to determine whether the continent 

of origin predicts the level of adjustment per category. Table 13 presents the results of these 

analyses, all of which failed to indicate statistical significance. These results indicate no support 

for this question. 

                                      N       Rank Sum          χ2 (df)       χ2 with ties (df) 
Cultural Challenges 
Europe  10  221.50 2.281 (2) 2.298 (2) 
Asia  17  368.00 
South and Central America  12  190.50 
 
Academic Challenges 
Europe  10  218.00 1.836 (2) 1.846 (2) 
Asia  17  366.50 
South and Central America  12  195.50 
 
Social Challenges 
Europe 10  207.50 .226 (2) .227 (2) 
Asia 17     348.00 
South and Central America 12  224.50    
Note. *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001. 
Figure 13: Mann-Whitney U Tests with Scale Scores and Continent 

Finally, additional correlations were conducted in order to determine whether student age 

predicts the level of adjustment per category. Non-significance was indicated in every case, 

Cultural Challenges, ρ(37) = -.192, p = .242, Academic Challenges, ρ(37) = -.046, p = .780, and 

Social Challenges, ρ(37) = .101, p = .542. These results suggest no support for this question. 

International student challenges 
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 International students encounter different challenges while studying abroad. These 

difficulties include, but are not limited to, daily life hurdles, language difficulties, difficulties 

adjusting to the academic culture, loneliness and difficulty in establishing cross-cultural contacts. 

In the next section, the participants’ answers to the questionnaire and interview will be presented 

followed by the students’ interpretation of the concept of culture shock.  

A series of descriptive statistics were conducted on these data. As all of these measures 

were categorical, this consisted of frequency tables being constructed. First, Table 14 presents 

the descriptive statistics associated with the 19 survey items. With regard to difficulty, the most 

common response consisted of "very easy" with respect to buying daily necessities, and with the 

most common response consisting of "easy" with respect to finding your way around, using the 

transport system, going shopping, going to the restaurant, understanding the teacher in class, 

following program rules, making friends with international students, living away from family 

members and friends, and dealing with people in authority. Next, the most common response 

consisted of "moderate" with respect to the items of dealing with the climate, expressing your 

ideas in class, coping with academic work, reading and understanding course materials, making 

Canadian friends, understanding Canadian jokes, understanding the local accent, and dealing 

with someone who is unpleasant or rude. 

  
Question                            Very Easy           Easy             Moderate       Difficult   Very Difficult 
Dealing with Climate 8 (23.08%) 12 (30.77%) 14 (35.90%) 3 (7.69%) 1 (2.56%) 
Finding Your Way 7 (17.95%) 17 (43.59%) 14 (35.90%) 1 (2.56%) 
Transport System 5 (12.82%) 11 (28.21%) 10 (25.64%) 8 (20.51%) 5 (12.82%) 
Daily Necessities 16 (41.03%) 14 (35.90%) 7 (17.95%) 2 (5.13%) 
Going Shopping 10 (25.64%) 16 (41.03%) 8 (20.51%) 3 (7.69%) 2 (5.13%) 
Going to the Restaurant 10 (25.64%) 15 (38.46%) 12 (30.77%) 2 (5.13%) 
Writing Assignments 5 (12.82%) 9 (23.08%) 11 (28.21%) 10 (25.64%) 4 (10.26%) 
Expressing Your Ideas 2 (5.13%) 10 (25.64%) 15 (38.46%) 5 (12.82%) 7 (17.95%) 
Academic Work 5 (12.82%) 12 (30.77%) 14 (35.90%) 7 (17.95%) 1 (2.56%) 
Underst. the Teacher 9 (23.58%) 13 (34.21%) 11 (28.95%) 4 (10.53%) 1 (2.63%) 
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Course Materials 5 (12.82%) 13 (33.33%) 16 (41.03%) 3 (7.69%) 2 (5.13%) 
Following Program Rules 9 (23.08%) 21 (53.85%) 6 (15.38%)  3 (7.69%) 
Making Friends w/ Intl. 5 (12.82%) 19 (48.72%) 15 (38.46%) 
Making Canadian Friends 3 (7.69%) 11 (28.21%) 12 (30.77%) 7 (17.95%) 6 (15.38%) 
Underst. Canadian Jokes 3 (7.69%) 10 (25.64%) 13 (33.33%) 7 (17.95%) 6 (15.38%) 
Underst. Local Accent 4 (10.26%) 12 (30.77%) 16 (41.03%) 6 (15.38%) 1 (2.56%) 
Unpleasant or Rude 5 (12.82%) 13 (33.33%) 15 (38.46%) 5 (12.82%) 1 (2.56%) 
Living Away 7 (17.95%) 15 (38.46%) 10 (25.64%) 6 (15.38%) 1 (2.56%) 
People in Authority 9 (23.08%) 19 (48.72%) 8 (20.51%) 2 (5.13%) 1 (2.56%)  
Figure 14: Descriptive Statistics - Survey Items 

 
 Second, Table 15 presents the descriptive statistics associated with the 19 interview items. 

With regard to difficulty, the most common response consisted of “moderate” with respect to 

understanding the local accent and dealing with someone who is unpleasant or rude and with the 

most common response consisting of “easy” with respect to dealing with people in authority and 

following the program rules. Next, the most common response consisted of "difficult" with 

respect to the items of understanding Canadian Jokes and expressing your ideas in class. 

Question                            Very Easy           Easy             Moderate       Difficult   Very Difficult 
Dealing with Climate 2 (25.00%) 2 (25.00%) 1 (12.50%) 2 (25.00%)  
Finding Your Way  4 (50.00%) 2 (25.00%) 2 (25.00%) 
Transport System  2 (25.00%) 3 (37.50%) 3 (37.50%)  
Daily Necessities  4 (50.00%) 3 (37.5%) 1 (12.50%) 
Going Shopping  6 (75.00%) 2 (25.00%)  
Going to the Restaurant  5 (62.50%) 2 (25.00%) 1 (12.50%) 
Writing Assignments 1(12.50%)  3 (37.5%) 4 (50.00%)  
Expressing Your Ideas   2 (25.00%) 6 (75.00%)  
Academic Work 1 (12.50%) 2 (25.00%) 3 (37.50%) 2 (25.00%)  
Underst. the Teacher 1 (12.50%) 2 (25.00%) 4 (50.00%) 1 (12.50%)  
Course Materials 1 (12.50%) 3 (37.50%) 2 (25.00%) 2 (25.00%)  
Following Program Rules  7 (87.50%) 1 (12.50%)   
Making Friends w/ Intl.  4 (50.00 %) 3 (37.50%) 1 (12.50%) 
Making Canadian Friends  1 (12.50%)  3 (37.50%) 4 (50.00%) 
Underst. Canadian Jokes   1 (12.50%) 7 (87.50%)  
Underst. Local Accent  1 (12.50%) 6 (75.00%) 1 (12.50%)  
Unpleasant or Rude  1 (12.50%) 6 (75.00%) 1 (12.50%)  
Living Away 1 (12.50%) 1 (12.50%) 2 (25.00%) 4 (50.00%)  
People in Authority 1 (12.50%) 7 (87.50%)  __________________ 
Figure 15. Descriptive Statistics: Interview Items 
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The initial set of analyses conducted focused on answering the following five questions: 

Are these students generally well-adjusted? Which challenge is the most important for these 

students (all categories together)? Which challenges are the least important for them (all 

categories together)? Which challenge is the most important per category? Which challenge is 

the least important per category? 

 These questions were answered by conducting inferential statistical analyses on the 

following data: 

1. The overall mean scores for Questions 3 to 21 with the standard deviation. 

2. Mean scores for Cultural challenges (Questions 3 to 8) with the standard deviation. 

3. Mean scores for Academic challenges (Questions 9 to 14) with the standard deviation. 

4. Mean scores for Social challenges (Questions 15 to 21) with the standard deviation. 

First, Table 15 presents the results of these descriptive statistics. With respect to the 

main set of survey items, means were generally found to range from approximately two to 

slightly above three. Standard deviations, generally approximating one, were found to be 

moderate in relation to these mean values, with minimums of one found, along with maximums 

of either four or five. Regarding the means for Cultural Challenges, Academic Challenges, and 

Social Challenges, means were found to approximate 2.5, with standard deviations moderately 

below one. Minimums were found to be equal to one in each case, with maximums ranging from 

3.67 to 4.67. 

 With respect to these research questions, first, regarding the question asking "Are these 

students generally well-adjusted or not?", the answer to this question was generally found to be 

"yes," as higher scores indicate a lower degree of competence. 
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 Next, regarding the second question, which asked "Which challenge is the most important 

for these students (all categories together)? " the most difficult challenge consisted of 

"expressing your ideas in class." Next, regarding "Which challenges are the least important for 

them (all categories together)? " in terms of the easiest challenges, this consisted of "buying daily 

necessities." Next, in terms of which challenge is the most important per category, regarding the 

cultural category, highest scores were found in relation to "using the transport system." This was 

found to be "expressing your ideas in class" with respect to the academic category, and 

"understanding Canadian jokes" among the items included in the social category. Next, regarding 

the question asking "Which challenge is the least important per category?," focusing upon the 

lowest mean scores in each category, with regard to the cultural items, this was found to be 

"buying daily necessities," was "following the program rules" in the academic category,  and 

"dealing with people in authority" in the social category. 

N                 Mean             Std. Dev.            Min              Max 
Cultural 
Dealing with Climate         39     2.36     1.01           1           5 
Finding Your Way          39     2.23     .78           1           4 
Transport System         39     2.92     1.24           1           5 
Daily Necessities          39     1.87     .89           1           4 
Going Shopping          39      2.26     1.09           1           5 
Going to the Restaurant          39     2.15     .87           1           4 
 
 
Academic 
Writing Assignments          39     2.97     1.20           1           5 
Expressing Your Ideas          39     3.13     1.15           1           5 
Academic Work          39     2.67     1.01           1           5 
Underst. the Teacher          38     2.34     1.05           1           5 
Course Materials         39     2.59     .99           1           5 
Following Prog. Rules          39     2.15     1.04           1           5 
 
Social 
Making Friends w/ Intl.          39      2.26     .68           1           3 
Making Canadian Friends       39     3.05     1.19           1           5 
Underst. Canadian Jokes        39     3.08     1.18           1           5 
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Underst. Local Accent          39     2.69     .95           1           5 
Unpleasant or Rude          39     2.59     .97           1           5 
Living Away          39     2.46     1.05           1           5 
People in Authority          39     2.15    .93           1           5  
 
Scales 
Cultural Challenges     39     2.30     .73           1    3.67 
Academic Challenges          39     2.64      .87           1    4.67 
Social Challenges          39     2.61      .69           1    4.14  
Figure 16: Measures of Central Tendency and Variability on Survey Items 

Cultural challenges 

The Sociocultural Adjustment Scale included six questions regarding international 

students’ daily life and cultural adjustment. Among them “buying daily necessities”, “going to 

the restaurant” and “finding your way around” were the easiest tasks whereas “dealing with the 

climate” and “using the transport system” were the most difficult tasks.  Getting to places was a 

big challenge for the questionnaire participants upon arrival which can be explained by the fact 

that many students were used to living in bigger cities where the transit system was far more 

efficient than the one existing in the Cowichan Valley. As all the study participants were living 

in homestay arrangements, they had to rely on their homestay parents or public transit to get 

around after school and during the weekends.  Similarly, during the interview, most of the 

students complained about the public transit system and essentially regarding the transit 

frequency and the bus stop locations. Student 1 said: “There are not enough buses, and this is the 

hard part”. Student 4 said: “the bus stop is so far from my home and the bus only passes a few 

times a day”. Similarly, Student 5 complained about the bus frequency and added that the bus 

schedule was inconsistent.  

Dealing with the climate was also difficult for both questionnaire and interview 

participants and especially for the students coming from warmer parts of the world. Student 1 

(from Mexico) said “Dealing with the climate was hard at the beginning, it was cold. Colder than 
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in my country. I didn't have proper clothes”. Similarly, student 4 (from Japan) indicated that it 

was humid and dark here and buying warmer clothes quickly became necessary. Adversely, 

Student 3 and Student 5, both coming from European countries, had no difficulty with the 

climate and noted that the weather was similar to the one they were used to at home.  

Even if “buying daily necessities” was considered an easy task for more than 75% of the 

questionnaire participants, half of the interview participants declared having moderate difficulty 

in finding the daily necessities they needed.  Student 2 (from China) said “You don't find what 

you want here. I didn't talk like native, Caucasian people. Couldn’t ask for help”. Student 4 

(from Japan) also indicated being unable to find the products she was looking for in Canada. 

Student 7 (from China) also indicated having difficulties dealing with Canadian money, he said 

“it is easy going to the store, but Canadian money is weird. I needed to translate the amount in 

US. I know US money. People don't give change here, they keep some, it is frustrating”. 

However, when asked if “Buying Daily Necessities” was easier at the time of the interview, all 

but one student indicated “yes”. 

Going to the restaurant was considered easy for both questionnaire and interview 

participants, however, adjusting to Canadian foods and table etiquette was difficult for some. 

Student 1 (from Mexico) said “Getting use to food was hard. Asking wasn't easy.  You use a lot 

of fried here. In Mexico we don't use fried. We use more fruits, more vegetables.  Big plates also, 

I just eat half”. Student 4 (from China) indicated having some difficulties using western utensils 

and was bringing his own sticks when he was going out. Similarly, student 7, also from China, 

indicated having difficulty using a fork and a knife and was asked by his homestay to eat with his 

mouth close and without making noise when eating in public, which, he said, was embarrassing. 

In addition, student 7 indicated having difficulties understanding restaurant employees which 
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resulted in some frustration, he added “People are not patient here though, you better not ask 

them to repeat. At the beginning I never get the special because I didn't understand. People talk 

fast here too”.   

 Academic challenges 

 The Sociocultural Adjustment Scale included six questions regarding international 

students’ academic experience. The questionnaire results showed that “expressing ideas in class” 

and “writing assignment” were the most difficult academic tasks for the study participants 

whereas “following the program rules” was the easiest which is consistent with the results of the 

interviews.  These results were consistent with the findings from the interviews. When asked 

how easy or difficult is was to express her ideas in class, Student 1 (from Mexico) said “It was 

difficult.  People talk very fast. I don't understand the question sometimes. I don't have the time 

to answer. People are not patient and don't wait for me”. Similarly, Student 4 (from Japan) said 

“I don't speak in class. No good English. When I translate, then it is too late to talk”. In addition, 

Student 3 (from Belgium) indicated that she was too uncomfortable to express her ideas in class 

and avoided to talk, raise her hand or speak in front of the class. When asked if expressing their 

ideas in class was easier at the time of the interview, all students indicated “yes” and for a 

majority of them, having friends in the class made participating in class much easier.    

 Most of the interview participants were concerned about their English language abilities.  

Student 6 (from Japan) said “writing assignment is difficult. It takes a long time to write. But my 

homestay is helping me. I write a journal every night. I practice my writing. I don't like essay”. 

The lack of English vocabulary was especially concerning for Student 7 (from China) which 

indicated that writing assignment was very hard as “at the beginning, I had just a little bit of 

words. But Miss B, is a good teacher, she gave me lots of words and now it is ok”. Similarly, 
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Student 3 (from Belgium) wasn’t satisfied with her assignments as she was “using very simple 

words” and was often unable to fully express her thoughts using the English words she knew. 

 Understanding the teacher in class was considered very easy/easy for more than 58% of the 

questionnaire participants (see Figure 14).  In contrast, 5 of the 8 interview participants indicated 

having some difficulties in understanding the teachers in class as they were generally speaking 

too fast. However, Student 1 (from Mexico) and Student 6 (from Japan) explained that this 

difficulty was reduced when the teacher was writing on the board while speaking. 

 Reading and understanding the course material was considered an easy task for both the 

questionnaire and the interview participants. However, Student 7 (from China) said “First, it was 

hard to read and understand the course material.  I was reading in English in China, but I was 

remembering everything.   Here, you need to explain what you read and take your own words, it 

is hard, harder than just learn by heart. Now it is better because I know the system”. 

 Despite having experienced various academic difficulties at the beginning of their stay, 

most of the students felt they were coping well at the time of the interview, having extended their 

vocabulary and generally improved their English abilities. 

The questionnaire participants were later asked to rate their level of satisfaction with the 

International Student Program using a Likert scale ranging from “very satisfied” to “very 

dissatisfied”. Overall, despite some challenges, more than 80% of the study participants 

indicated being satisfied with the International Student Program. The questionnaire participants 

also had the opportunity to indicate any changes they would like to see in the program through 

an open-ended question. Among the eight participants who answered this question, three 

suggested that the program should provide more activities and trips, two suggested that having 
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more freedom would be an improvement and one suggested to facilitate the homestay change 

process.  

                                                              N                                      % 

Satisfaction with the International  
Student Program 
Very Satisfied 13 33.33% 
Satisfied 20 51.28% 
Neither 5 12.82% 
Dissatisfied 1 2.56% 
Very Dissatisfied  
 
Suggestions to Improve the International  
Student Program 
Change homestay system/facilitate change 1 2.63% 
Freedom 2 5.26% 
More activities 2 5.26% 
More trips 1 2.63% 
None 32 84.21% 
 
Figure 17.  International student satisfaction with the International Student Program and 
suggestions 
 
 

Next, correlations were conducted in order to determine whether the overall level of 

adjustment predicted satisfaction with the program, with these analyses consisting of Spearman's 

correlations between student satisfaction with the program and overall adjustment level. Among 

this set of analyses, statistical significance was found in relation to the measures of “using the 

transport system”, ρ(36) = .490, p < .01, “going to the restaurant”, ρ(36) = .499, p < .01, “writing 

assignments”, ρ(36) = .363, p < .05, “expressing your ideas in class”, ρ(36) = .333, p < .05, 

“coping with academic work”, ρ(36) = .400, p < .05, “reading and understanding the course 

materials”, ρ(36) = .492, p < .01, “following program rules”, ρ(36) = .493, p < .01, 

“understanding the local accent”, ρ(36) = .346, p < .05, and “dealing with people in authority”, 

ρ(36) = .484, p < .01. 
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Significance was not found in relation to the remaining variables: “dealing with climate”, 

ρ(36) = .180, p = .280, “finding your way around”, ρ(36) = .256, p = .121, “buying daily 

necessities”, ρ(36) = .159, p = .341, “going shopping”, ρ(36) = .154, p = .355, “understanding the 

teacher in class”, ρ(36) = .233, p = .160, “making friends with other international students”, 

ρ(36) = .178, p = .286, “making Canadian friends”, ρ(36) = .061, p = .717, “understanding 

Canadian jokes”, ρ(36) = .216, p = .192, “dealing with unpleasant or rude people”, ρ(36) = .127, 

p = .448, “dealing with living away from family and friends”, ρ(36) = .089, p = .597. These 

results found partial support for associations between program satisfaction and overall level of 

adjustment as approximately half of these correlations were found to achieve statistical 

significance, with the remaining half failing to. 

Analyses were also conducted in order to determine whether the level of academic 

difficulty predicts satisfaction with the program. These correlations were found to achieve 

significance with respect to the items of “writing assignments”, ρ(36) = .363, p < .05, 

“expressing your ideas in class”, ρ(36) = .333, p < .05, “coping with academic work”, ρ(36) = 

.400, p < .05, “reading and understanding the course materials”, ρ(36) = .492, p < .01, “following 

program rules”, ρ(36) = .493, p < .01, and did not achieve significance with respect to 

“understanding the teacher in class”, ρ(36) = .233, p = .160. These results indicate the support of 

this question as a large majority of these results were found to achieve statistical significance. 

The following analyses examined whether the level of friendship difficulty predicts 

satisfaction with the program. With regard to “making friends with other international students”, 

this correlation did not achieve statistical significance, ρ(37) = .190, p = .247.  Additionally, the 

correlation conducted with “making Canadian friends” also failed to achieve statistical 
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significance, ρ(37) = .092, p = .576. These results, therefore, do not provide any support to this 

question.  

Social challenges 

 The Sociocultural Adjustment Scale included seven questions regarding international  

students’ social adjustment. The questionnaire results showed that “understanding Canadian 

jokes” and “making Canadian friends” were the most difficult social tasks for the study 

participants whereas “dealing with people in authority” and “making international friends” were 

found to be easy for most participants. These results were consistent with the answers provided 

by the interview participants. Student 1 (from Mexico) said “understanding jokes is hard. They 

say different things and they laugh but I don't understand, and I don't laugh. 

They are not funny, but they think they are”. In addition, all interview participants indicated that 

once translated, the jokes didn’t appear funny.  Commenting on the difficulty of making 

Canadian friends, Student 8 (from China) said “I don't know why I don’t have Canadian friends.  

I am very open, but they don't come with us.  They stay together like the Spanish. Sometimes 

they mixed with the other white people but not with Asian”. Student 6 (from Japan) said “I don't 

have Canadian friend. Canadian people have their own friend, they don't want to share. They are 

not interested by stranger” and student 4 also from Japan added “I have no Canadian friend. 

They don't speak to us. They don't like people from Asia”.  When asked if making Canadian 

friends was easier at the time of the interview, all but the two European students indicated “no”. 

 Spearman's correlations were conducted to determine whether the level of friendship 

difficulty predicts the overall level of adjustment and friendship development with other 

international students, with the correlation between student overall adjustment level and 

friendship development with Canadian students also being examined. First, statistical 
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significance was found in relation to the correlations conducted with the following measures: 

“finding your way around”, ρ(36) = .380, p = .019, “understanding the teacher in class”, ρ(36) = 

.531, p < .001, “reading and understanding the course materials”, ρ(36) = .585, p < .001, 

“making Canadian friends”, ρ(36) = .498, p < .01, “understanding Canadian jokes”, ρ(36) = .362, 

p < .05, “dealing with unpleasant or rude people”, ρ(36) = .434, p < .01, “dealing with living 

away from family and friends”, ρ(36) = .584, p < .001, “dealing with people in authority”, ρ(36) 

= .336, p < .05. 

 Significance was not found in relation to the remaining measures: “dealing with climate”, 

ρ(36) = .076, p = .649, “using the transport system”, ρ(36) = .062, p = .710, “buying daily 

necessities”, ρ(36) = .081, p = .628, “going shopping”, ρ(36) = -.124, p = .457, “going to the 

restaurant”, ρ(36) = .265, p = .108, “writing assignments”, ρ(36) = .280, p = .089, “expressing 

your ideas in class”, ρ(36) = .238, p = .150, “coping with academic work”, ρ(36) = .255, p = 

.122, “following program rules”, ρ(36) = .212, p = .202, “understanding the local accent”, ρ(36) 

= .157, p = .348. This suggests partial support of this question as approximately half of these 

correlations were found to achieve statistical significance, with approximately half failing to. 

 The following analyses examined whether the level of friendship difficulty predicts level 

of adjustment per category, and also examines the correlations conducted between the 19 survey 

items and friendship development with Canadian students. While the first set of correlations have 

already been conducted, additional correlations were conducted in order to examine the 

relationship between “making Canadian friends” and the remaining 18 survey items. Here, 

statistical significance was found in relation to “finding your way around”, ρ(36) = .377, p < .05, 

“writing assignments”, ρ(36) = .325, p < .05, “expressing your ideas in class”, ρ(36) = .376, p < 

.05, “coping with academic work”, ρ(36) = .330, p < .05, “understanding the teacher in class”, 
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ρ(36) = .369, p < .05, reading and understanding the course materials, ρ(36) = .398, p < .05, 

“making friends with other international students”, ρ(36) = .498, p < .01, “understanding 

Canadian jokes”, ρ(36) = .638, p < .001, “dealing with unpleasant or rude people”, ρ(36) = .635, 

p < .001, “dealing with living away from family and friends”, ρ(36) = .547, p < .001. 

 Significance was not found in relation to the remaining measures: “dealing with climate”, 

ρ(36) = .231, p = .163, “using transport system”, ρ(36) = .064, p = .705, “buying daily 

necessities”, ρ(36) = .290, p = .077, “going shopping”, ρ(36) = -.087, p = .604, “going to the 

restaurant”, ρ(36) = .183, p = .271, “following program rules”, ρ(36) = .030, p = .856, 

“understanding the local accent”, ρ(36) = .157, p = .348, “dealing with people in authority”, 

ρ(36) = .236, p = .154. These results also indicate partial support of this question as 

approximately half of these correlations were found to achieve statistical significance, with 

approximately half failing to. 

Summary of findings 
 

The results of the descriptive statistics along with the Spearman's correlations and Mann-

Whitney U tests allowed for this study's research questions to be answered. These results found 

that participants to this study were generally well-adjusted. Support was found for the question 

of whether the level of academic difficulty predicts satisfaction with the program, some support 

indicated in relation to the following questions:  does the overall level of adjustment predict 

satisfaction with the program, does the level of friendship difficulty predict the overall level of 

adjustment and friendship development with other international students, does the level of 

friendship difficulty predict the level of adjustment per category, and if there is an association 

between the 19 survey items and friendship development with Canadian students. Finally, a lack 

of support was found for the questions of does the level of friendship difficulty predict 
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satisfaction with the program and friendship development with other international students, does 

the continent of origin predict the overall level of adjustment, does the student's length of stay in 

Canada predict the overall level of adjustment, does the student's age predict the level of 

adjustment, does the continent of origin predict the level of adjustment per category, and does 

student age predict the level of adjustment per category. 

Culture shock 

For many years, the U-Curve theory has been set forth as one of the foremost cultural 

adjustment theories.  However, a number of studies (Brown and Holloway, 2008; Kim, 2001; 

Ward et al., 1998) have found little or no evidence of this pattern in the acculturation experience 

of international students.   

To test the existence of a U-Curve pattern of adjustment within the high school 

international student population, the online questionnaire included a question regarding the 

participants’ state of mind at the time of arrival. When asked what their first impression was 

when they arrived in Canada, more than 56% of the questionnaire participants indicated being 

happy or excited at the time of arrival which corroborate Oberg’s (1960) model.  
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Figure 18. First impression at time of arrival 

 
In addition, the interview participants were presented the same 19 questions included in the 

Socio-Cultural Adjustment Scale (SCAS) online questionnaire and asked to respond to the 

question using a five-point Likert scale ranging from “Extremely satisfied,” to “Extremely 

dissatisfied.” Participants were asked to answer each question considering their state of mind at 

the time of arrival. They were then asked if their level of difficulty was less or more important at 

the time of the interview. The participants also had the opportunity to elaborate and explain their 

answers.  

Consistent with the questionnaire results, 6 of the 8 interview participants confirmed 

having experienced feelings of happiness and excitement upon arrival (see Appendix D, Q:24) 

For each questions of the Socio-Cultural Adjustment Scale (SCAS) initially answered with 

“difficult” or “very difficult”, the participants indicated the task was “easier” at the time of the 
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interview which is consistent with the culture-learning approach to acculturation. Elaborating on 

their answers, most of the interview participants indicated that having a better knowledge of the 

English language made their cultural, academic and social adjustment much smoother. However, 

even though the interview participants considered themselves comfortable in using English 

language, making friends with Canadian students and understanding Canadian jokes were still 

difficult at the time of the interview. 

Leading to the next phase of the interview, students were asked what they knew about 

culture shock. Each of the interview participants declared being familiar with the concept as they 

were informed of the adjustment process by their agent during a pre-arrival orientation. When 

asked to define culture shock most of the participants described it as a period of sadness or 

confusion resulting from being away from home.  Student 1 said: “I know about culture shock.  

You get like depress or sad because you are not in your home”. Similarly, Student 8 said: “my 

agent talked about culture shock and told me I would be sad at the beginning. But I wasn’t sad, 

just confused” 

The participants were then presented three line-graphs of popular acculturation models and 

asked which of these visuals best reflected their adjustment experience. The line graphs included 

Oberg’s U-Curve, Ward’s Sociocultural Adaptation Model and Kim’s Stress-Adaptation-Growth 

model. Five of the interview participants (Students 2, 3, 4, 6 and 7) chose the line-graph 

representing the U-Curve, one participant (Student 1) chose Ward’s model and two participants 

(Students 5 and 8) declared that none of the line-graphs presented were representative of their 

experience. Student 5 said: “There was no time when I was depressed or miss my parents”. 

Student 8 said: “I knew about culture shock and the Curve. I was excited at the beginning but 

became more confused after a month, I missed my parents. Not depressed at any time”. 
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When discussing their first month of their stay abroad experience, all but one (student 1) 

interview participants explained how excited and happy they were when they first arrived. 

However, after a month, most interview participants indicated they were missing their home, 

family and pets. Nonetheless, none of the interview participants felt they were in a crisis stage 

and preferred to attribute their sadness and negative feelings to the change of environment rather 

than culture shock. Consistent with previous research that outlined that culture shock decreases 

with increased cultural knowledge and experience (Bridges, 2011; Chapdelaine and Alexitch, 

2004, Ward, 2001; Kim, 2001) in the fourth month, which coincide with the time of the 

interview, all participants indicated being well adjusted 

Finally, at the end of the interview, the participants were asked to draw their own 

adjustment curve to depict the level of difficulty and emotions they experienced from the time of 

arrival to the time of the interview. 
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Figure 19.  Students' drawings 
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Even though most of the drawings were consistent with the line-graph previously chosen, 

Student 1, drew a curve showing a definite U shape which was in contradiction with Ward’s line-

graph she previously chose.  When asked the reason why, she explained that she wasn’t really 

depressed at the time of arrival but mostly scared and that this feeling was very short lived and 

replaced by feelings of joy and excitement when she met her homestay family at the airport. The 

results of the participants’ drawings showed that each curve was quite unique. However, even 

though the variations in the curves make generalization impossible, all of the curves indicated a 

period of excitement at the time of arrival contradicting Ward et al. (1998) and Bridges (2011) 

findings which suggested that the toughest time of socio-cultural adaption appeared at entry 

point and supporting Oberg’s (1960) honeymoon stage.  Similarly, An & Chiang (2015), in a 

study of three hundred and thirty international students studying in a university in southern 

China, found that students did not seem to encounter much emotional distress at the time of 

arrival. The study also suggested that the affective and psychological adjustment of the 

participants followed a U-Curve sequence. However, in contrast with the present study, the 

cognitive and behavioural adjustment was linear which was explained by the fact that 

international students in China are separated from domestic students and not expected to 

assimilate to the Chinese culture. Therefore, the study participants didn’t feel the need to develop 

any particular skills to fit-in with the host culture and their level of open-mindedness towards the 

Chinese culture remained unchanged during the length of their stay. In a recent study, Wang et 

al. (2018), surveyed 169 international students attending an American university and examined 

their psychological and socio-cultural adjustment pattern. Supporting the findings of the present 

study, the researchers found that international students experienced a period of excitement upon 

arrival followed by a downward slope where students showed negative feelings associated with 
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Oberg’s crisis period. The study concluded that the participants’ psychological adjustment 

followed a U-shape curve. However, even if the study found a continuous growth in the 

participants’ psychological adjustment, Oberg’s (1960) last two stages, recovery and adjustment, 

were found with no clear boundary. In contradiction with the present study, but supporting An & 

Chiang (2015), the socio-cultural adaptation of the participants grew linearly which is congruent 

with Ward et al. (1998) assumption that skills acquisition usually develop in a stable manner 

over time. 

Consistent with the first part of the interview, the drawings show a first downturn around 

the first month mark of the participants’ stay. When asked to explain the subsequent downturns, 

which varied hugely in intensity between students, all interview participants attributed their 

negative feelings to exterior factors such as exam failure. A similar reaction was observed by 

Hechanova-Alampay et al. (2002) in a study that surveyed international and domestics students 

to compare their adjustment challenges during the first six months of their stay in the USA and 

concluded that the curve of psychological strain over time was more closely related to the 

academic calendar rather than the acculturation process itself. 

Even if most of the participants’ drawings follow, to some degree, the U-Curve pattern, the 

process of acculturation varied greatly between each individual and not all individuals 

experienced the symptoms of culture shock with the same intensity or at the same time (Berry, 

2005; Moghaddam et al., 1993; Oberg, 1960).  

Discussion 
 

The purpose of this study was to provide an overview of the challenges experienced by 

high school international students and to compare these challenges to those experienced by 

international students in higher education as found in the literature.  This research also intended 
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to provide a better understanding of the acculturation process by examining different models of 

cultural adaptation and their relevance to the experiences of high school international students. 

 
It was hypothesized that high school international student experiences cultural, academic 

and social challenges and that their lack of English proficiency severely impacts their 

acculturation process.  

The present study confirms that the adjustment of high school international students is not 

a straightforward process and is influenced by many factors, including cultural, academic and 

social challenges.  Culturally, international students were faced with differences in food, climate, 

language and mannerisms.  Congruent with Hofstede (2001), the findings of the present study 

suggest that sociocultural adaptation and perceived cultural distance are interrelated and the 

greater the sense of cultural distance may be, the more difficult managing these stressors will be. 

Some South American students talked about their difficulty in dealing with the climate, 

describing the weather as being cold, wet and grey; whereas European students were barely 

affected by the change in climate describing the weather as very similar to what they were used 

to in their home country. Similarly, some Asian sand South American students reported that it 

was difficult adjusting to the Canadian diet. For Asian students finding the food they were used 

with was merely impossible in the local grocery stores and for South American students, the 

freshness of the food, the size of the portions served as well as the high quantity of fried food 

made their adjustment to the local diet somehow complicated and increased students’ level of 

acculturation stress (Chapdelaine & Alexitch, 2004; Gbadamosi, 2018; Searle & Ward, 1990). 

The transportation system was also a unique challenge for international students, and many 

complained about the public transportation being not dependable which drastically reduced their 
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mobility. As they were from cities where the public transit was easily accessible, European 

students were especially dissatisfied which is consistent with the literature (Gautam et al., 2016). 

In addition, also exacerbated by the level of cultural distance, some Asian students were 

unaware of the cultural expectations surrounding table manners and were embarrassed when 

asked not to slurp, chew loudly and avoid talking with their mouths full. The use of western 

utensils was also especially difficulty for Asian students. However, consistent with Ward’s 

(2001) and Kim’s (2001) acculturation model, these practical difficulties became manageable or 

disappeared once the students developed the appropriate skills and behaviors to function in the 

host culture.  

Consistent with a number of research studies conducted with graduate and postgraduate 

students, as highlighted by the literature reviews by Zhang and Goodson (2011), Smith and 

Khawaja (2011), Mesidor and Sly (2016) and Brunsting, Zachry and Takeuchi (2018), the 

findings of the present study confirm that the lack of English proficiency negatively influenced 

high school students’ ability to fit-in and increased their difficulty to perform basic daily 

activities such as going to the bank, ordering at the restaurant or using the public transit. Even if 

many of the participants in this study described the people from their local community as 

friendly, some were disappointed with the level of impatience shown by bank teller and fast food 

workers when they were trying to explain what they wanted with their limited English. As a 

result, some students indicated they could never benefit from the restaurant specials as they were 

unable to understand what the fast food attendant or server was saying as they were speaking 

very fast. Because fast food attendants and servers were showing signs of impatience when asked 

to repeat, the students decided to order by pointing at the menu and avoided using the English 

language. Similarly, to avoid asking directions to the public transit driver or other commuters to 
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find their way around, some study participants indicated using a GPS on their phone. As their 

language abilities improved, these challenges slowly disappeared which is consistent with Ward 

et al. (2001) sociocultural approach based on behavioral responses and the ability to acquire the 

competences requires to successfully manage daily intercultural living. 

Academically, students struggled with a different learning system where autonomous 

learning and critical thinking are preferred over rote learning (Brunsting, Zachry & Takeuchi, 

2018; Gbadamosi, 2018; Smith & Khawaja, 2011; Zhang & Goodson, 2011). Asian students 

used to a teacher-centered school system, were uncomfortable with expressing their ideas in class 

and participating in classroom discussion as they didn’t want to be perceived as rude or 

disrespectful which was also observed by Andrade (2006), Kühnen et al., (2012), Li and 

Grineva, (2017) and Lin and Schertz, (2014). However, South American and Asian students 

were appreciative of the western learning style where understanding and sharing of ideas are 

preferred over memorization. Nonetheless, as demonstrated in the literature regarding 

international students in higher education, language barriers remained a major academic stressor 

for high school international students (Andrade, 2006; Heikinheimo & Shute, 1986; Quan et al., 

2016; Watt, 1996; Wan, 2001; Wu, Garza & Guzman, 2015; Lindenberg, 2015).  In the present 

study, expressing ideas in class and writing assignments were the most important challenges 

experienced by the participants which is consistent with Mori (2000), Poyrazli and Kavanaugh 

(2006), Lin and Schertz (2014), Perry (2016) and Quan et al. (2016) which found that linguistic 

proficiency negatively influenced international students’ ability to understand lectures, 

participate in class and write assignments resulting in an overall academic adjustment strain. 

Socially, international students experience difficulty in establishing cross-cultural 

friendships with domestic students. However, looking closely at the overall experience of 
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international students, it seems difficult to separate each dimension as each challenge overlaps 

and influences the other. As seen earlier, the lack of English proficiency affects the students’ 

ability to easily perform everyday tasks such as ordering in a restaurant, using the public 

transportation system and going to the bank. Similarly, linguistic difficulty will prevent students 

from participating in class, from asking for help when they need it and, more importantly, a lack 

of English ability will obstruct communication with classmates and hinder the development of 

friendship with domestic students. In the present study, making friends with local students was 

one of the most difficult challenges for high school international students which is consistent 

with Rajapaksa and Dundes (2002) and Zhou and Zhang (2014). In line with Alazzi and Chiodo 

(2006), Bochner, McLeod and Lin (1977) and Trice and Elliott (1993), many Asian and South 

American students declared preferring the company of co-nationals as they didn’t feel they had 

anything in common with local students. Compatible with the notion of individualism versus 

collectivism (Hofstede, 2001), Canadian students tend to be competitive, independent and self-

sufficient which differs greatly with the collectivistic nature of Asian and South American 

students who tend to be more dependable, helpful and attentive to the needs of others. Therefore, 

as argued by Mori (2000) and Yeh & Inose (2003), students from collectivistic cultures generally 

experience difficulty when interacting and attempting to make friends with students from an 

individualistic culture. Furthermore, some students reported that Canadian students were not 

interested in developing friendships with international students and didn’t make any effort or 

create opportunities for intercultural friendship to develop which was also observed by Ward, 

2001 and Ward & Masgoret, 2004. Inversely, students from European countries declared having 

no difficulties in establishing friendships with Canadian students, which could be explained by 

the fewer cultural differences between the European participants’ countries and the host country.  
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Contradicting Kim’s (2001) and Hendrickson et al.’s (2011) claim stating that having friendships 

with co-nationals might hinder international students’ overall adjustment process but consistent 

with Yi (2009) the study participants indicated feeling content with their co-national and multi-

national network of friends and felt well adjusted.  

Developing friendships with other international students was considered easy by many 

which is consistent with the literature (Bochner et al., 1977; Hendrickson, Rosen & Aune, 2011). 

However, Chinese students were perceived as shy, disengaged and unwilling to interact with 

students from other countries which resulted in the creation of exclusively Mandarin speaking 

social groups which was also observed by Baron and Dasli (2010). Similarly, establishing 

friendship with co-nationals was described as easy for most of the study participants which is 

also consistent with the literature (Alazzi & Chiodo, 2006; Bochner, McLeod & Lin, 1977; Trice & 

Elliott, 1993). 

It was also hypothesized that high school international student challenges are similar to the 

challenges experienced by international students studying at higher levels.  Carefully comparing 

the challenges experienced by international students in higher education as described in the 

literature and the experience of international students of high school level, we can conclude that 

both categories of students are experiencing similar challenges when studying abroad. However, 

in line with Demes and Geeraert (2013), high school international students living in homestay 

arrangements and having extensive contacts with at least some host nationals seemed to endorse 

the home culture more quickly and have less difficulty adapting to their new environment than 

international students in higher level of education. 
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Finally, it was hypothesized that the U-curve model (Oberg, 1960) will accurately reflect 

the high school international student acculturation experience. When asked about their first 

impression at the time of arrival, a majority of the study participants declared feeling happy or 

excited. In addition, the first weeks of their sojourns was described as a positive period where 

they were exploring their new environment, developing new friendships and adjusting with their 

homestay families. These feelings of happiness and excitement were clearly depicted in their 

drawings and even though the uniqueness of each curve doesn’t allow for any generalization, it is 

reasonable to conclude that both, questionnaire and interview participants, did experience an 

“honeymoon” stage at the beginning of their stay which supports Oberg’s U-Curve and other 

older literature (Adler, 1975, Berry, 1985; Gullahorn & Gullahorn, 1963; Kohls, 1996; Furnham 

& Boschner, 1982 Pedersen, 1995) and contradicts more recent theories which claim that the first 

weeks abroad are the most stressful (Bennett, 1993; Bridges, 2011; Brown & Holloway, 2008; 

Kim, 2001, Ward et al., 2001). Furthermore, in line with Oberg’s (1960) crisis stage, all the 

participants reported, at one time or another, negative emotions associated with stress and culture 

shock such as homesickness, helplessness and difficulty to abide by the hosts cultural 

conventions. For most of the students, the time at which the crisis period occurred was found to 

be around the first month mark. However, none of the interview participants associated these 

negative feelings to culture shock and preferred attributing their downward emotions to the 

change of environment. Also consistent with Oberg’s model, most of the interview participants 

have indicated recovering effectively from this crisis period and becoming well-adjusted by the 

fourth month of their stay. Based on the findings of the current study, it appears that Oberg’s U-

Curve model best describes the cultural adjustment process of high school international students. 
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Over the last decades, the U-Curve model has been severely criticized for its lack of 

consistent methodological rigor (Church, 1982; Lustig & Koester, 2003; Ward et al. 2001) 

Meanwhile, the U-Curve model continues to be the instrument of choice for intercultural trainers 

which was demonstrated in a research by Kate L.A. Berardo (2006) where 94 % of the survey 

participants indicated they had used the U-Curve model in their training program. Similarly, 

some interview participants declared they were presented the U-Curve model during their pre-

departure orientation to illustrate the emotional pattern they were likely to experience once in 

Canada and could easily relate to the model. Therefore, it is reasonable to assume that the U-

Curve model, even though criticized by researchers and theorists, is still extensively used and 

well-endorsed in practice (Berardo, 2006). The simplicity of the model makes it a useful tool to 

describe the stages of adjustment and help international students understand the emotions 

experienced during the acculturation process. As stated by Stefanie Theresia Baier (2005), in her 

Masters’ thesis work: 

The current study explored international students’ experiences with culture shock 

by introducing them to Oberg’s (1960) model. After learning about the stages and 

symptoms of culture shock, international students were surprised to see that they all had 

experienced or witnessed some form of culture shock. Some students were amazed by 

how accurately Oberg’s (1960) model described their experience adjusting to the new 

culture and expressed that they wished they had known about this model before so they 

would have been prepared to meet the challenges. (p.100) 

Acculturation is a complex process that appears to proceed in different ways and follow 

different timetables for each individual. Therefore, using different models of acculturation might 

be necessary to fully understand the student experience. Complemented by cognitive and 
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behavioral theories, such as the ABC of intercultural encounters (Ward, 2001), the U-Curve 

model can be extended and personalized to account for the complexities of the cultural 

adjustment process (Black & Mendenhall, 1991) and allow for a better understanding of 

international students’ acculturation pattern.  

Recommendations 
 
The data gathered in the present research study provided a better understanding of the 

sociocultural adaptation of high school international students studying in the Cowichan Valley. 

Many students face initial challenges when adjusting to life in the host country due to cultural, 

academic and social differences.  As students gain sociocultural competency skills, improve their 

language proficiency and develop social networks, they are better equipped to adapt to their new 

cultural environment, which in turn, will decrease their level of stress and improve their general 

satisfaction with the program. To support high school international student in their efforts to 

develop sociocultural competency skills, multicultural understanding should be promoted across 

schools and among all students, staff and administrators and multicultural competency training 

should be offered on a regular basis. In addition, as intercultural interactions with students from 

the host country seems to contribute to the international student’s adaptation and integration, 

efforts to increase opportunities for interaction between domestic and international students 

should be made and activities where both domestic and international students could interact with 

each other and develop cultural awareness should be promoted. 

Furthermore, to help high school international students developing language and 

conversational skills as well as providing opportunities for interactions, educational institutions 

should consider pairing international students with domestic student mentors, minimally for the 

first two months of arrival and ideally for the first year. Such mentorship programs would 
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support international students in gaining a better understanding of Canadian culture and provide 

opportunities for the development of relationships with domestic students.  Research conducted 

in Australia and the Unites Kingdom has shown that such initiatives were successful in 

facilitating international student’s integration (Austin, Covalea, & Weal, 2002; Ragavan, 2014).  

In a recent study, Thomson and Esses (2016), found that international students participating in a 

language upgrading academic program in Ontario demonstrated positive changes in sociocultural 

and psychological adaptation and a reduction of acculturative stress over time after participating 

in a mentorship program. 

In addition, international students’ opportunity to acquire English skills might be hindered 

by the presence of too many students speaking the same language in their school.  Although the 

impact of the number of co-nationals on language acquisition wasn’t examined in this study, any 

program welcoming international students should take this factor into consideration when 

placing students in schools in order to reduce the likelihood of having students speaking their 

native language at school and establishing friendships exclusively with co-nationals.  

 Lastly, as high school international students seem to struggle with academic work mainly 

due to their English language proficiency, schools should increase language and academic 

support for international students. In addition, as suggested by Bird (2017) there is a discrepancy 

between teacher’s and student’s perceptions regarding writing abilities and understanding of 

plagiarism. As many students fail to fully interpret and comprehend the concept of plagiarism, 

institutions should focus more effort on support to enhance students’ awareness, understanding 

and compliance with academic rules and less on imposing tougher penalties. 

 
Limitation 

 
Although the current study has some limitations, it gave a valuable insight into the 
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experiences of high school international students in British Columbia. Its findings are important 

for understanding international student adjustment issues.  The research needs to be replicated 

with students from different schools and different backgrounds. The primary limitation of this 

study was that participants all knew each other well and this might have had a consequence on 

their questionnaire answers as they might have done it together, comparing their answers. In 

addition, the student response rate to the questionnaire was 41.93% and 8.6% for the interview 

which respectively indicate 39 participants to the questionnaire and 8 participants to the 

interview. Moreover, although the international sample included participants from ten different 

countries, the current study is limited by the fact that the majority of the participants were from 

China. As a result of these factors and based on the narrow range of high school international 

students surveyed and interviewed, the findings of this study might not be generalizable. 

However, this trend reflects the figures reported by the Canadian Bureau for International 

Education (2017) which estimated that 28% or the students in Canada are coming from China. 

Transcribing recorded interviews, which may contain a high degree of ungrammatical 

statements or mispronunciations, presents another set of challenges and as indicated earlier, the 

researcher transcribed the interviews herself.  As people who have better language skills have a 

better understanding of the questions asked and tend to express themselves in a more effective 

way and share more detailed information, the lack of English ability might have affected the 

quality of the interviews.  Similarly, the various level of language skills of the participants might 

also have affected the reliability of the answers given in the questionnaire. 

Finally, all the students who participated in this study were in Canada for less than 2 years 

and the results of a similar study might show considerably different findings with a sample 

inclusive of students being in Canada for a longer period of time. Moreover, as stress and general 
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satisfaction significantly vary over time, and doesn’t seem to be fixed to certain points in time, 

research analyzing the U-Curve and its variants should be using a longitudinal approach. In the 

present study, the data from the questionnaire didn’t allow the researcher to draw a significative 

conclusion regarding the adjustment over time and the presence of a U-Curve. 

Future research 
 
As the number of interview participants was limited, additional qualitative research 

regarding the adjustment challenges of high school international students would provide more in-

depth results and would allow for a better understand of the acculturation process from the 

student’s perspective. Furthermore, a longitudinal study comparing the sociocultural challenges 

of high school international students at the time of arrival and at the time of departure would 

shed more light on the students’ overall experience.  As adjustment difficulties experienced by 

international students are likely to vary depending on demographic background (Ward et al., 

2001), further study comparing the adjustment challenges of high school international students 

across nationalities would also be useful to understand students’ experience. Lastly, as 

international students studying at the high school level are usually staying with homestay 

families, a study examining the role of homestay parents in the development of students’ English 

and social skills would be necessary. 

Conclusion 
 
The findings of the current study outline many similarities between high school 

international students and international students studying in higher levels of education. Gaining a 

better understanding of the student experience through the examination of some of the major 

acculturation theories can serve as guidance for school staff and administration to adequately 

meet the needs of this understudied population. While there are numerous factors that influence 
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the international student’s acculturation experience, interactions with domestic students and 

English proficiency are two of the most important and observable components that school staff 

and administration should focus on through the development of new cultural learning and 

transition policies. Even though a significant majority of students indicated being satisfied or 

very satisfied with the International Student Program, findings also showed that students 

experienced significant difficulties with making Canadian friends and dealing with academic 

work. Therefore, educational institutions should continue to provide ongoing academic support 

programs and expanded opportunities for high school international students to interact with 

domestic students (Wilson, 2011) such as implementing pairing and mentorship program.  
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