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Abstract 

The purpose of the current study was to find solutions for university communities to 

support acculturation by helping international students get involved on campus and connected 

with local students. Recent research has found that international students suffer from many 

difficulties in both daily life and university studies, including psychological problems such as 

depression. Research has also demonstrated the impact of acculturation and given suggestions 

for universities to support acculturation. The current study involved seven international students 

in a focus group interview about their experiences attending activities at Vancouver Island 

University and their preferences for activities regarding orientation programs, recreational 

activities and clubs, professional development workshops, and social and cultural events. It 

showed potential implications for Vancouver Island University including ways the campus might 

support acculturation and improve international students’ wellbeing both in their studies and 

their lives on campus.  
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Chapter 1: Problem to be Investigated 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to find ways for university communities to support 

acculturation and help international students get involved in campus life and the local 

community. In addition, I aim to give suggestions to the Vancouver Island University (VIU) 

community after conducting a focus group with international students at VIU about the ways 

they prefer to integrate into a new community. The study will help various groups at VIU know 

clearly what kind of activities, such as orientation activities, can connect international students 

with local students. The study will also help VIU faculty better understand student needs in an 

academic setting and what aspects they can help students with, such as accommodating 

international students during lectures. This study can also help various VIU groups to hold more 

meaningful activities for international students, which can increase international membership and 

participation.  

International students make up a large proportion of the overall student enrolment in 

higher education. According to the Institute of International Education [IIE] (2017), American 

universities attracted over 1,000,000 international students in the 2016/2017 academic year, 

which accounted for 5% of the total US college population. Vancouver Island University (VIU) 

has a population over 18,000 learners, including 1,100 international students from more than 40 

countries, which accounted for 6% of the total student population. However, according to Ra and 

Trusty (2017), international students face some unique challenges including psychological 

issues, language difficulties, and financial problems when adjusting to a new culture and a new 

environment. Many international students feel stressed by acculturation, but those who receive 

enough social support are less likely to have acculturative stress.  
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It is common for international students who come abroad to suffer “[difficult] social 

experiences, culture shock … isolation and loneliness” (Wu, Garza, Guzman, 2015, p. 2). It is 

hard for international students to find friends from the local community or join the local 

activities due to language barriers or cultural difference, and some students are not able to 

communicate with local people which results in isolation and homesickness. According to a 

survey in Australia among 900 international students, over 40% of the students suffered from 

different levels of stress due to “homesickness, cultural shock, or perceived discrimination” (Wu 

et al., 2015, p. 2). 

As a result, many universities are making an effort to get students engaged by providing 

both psychological and academic support in order to create a friendly environment for them (Ra 

& Trusty, 2017). However, not all students receive the support that they seek and many 

universities demonstrate limited compassion towards international students; for example, 

counseling services are not normally tailored specifically for international student use (Wu et al., 

2015). Although many universities are trying to enroll more international students, they have a 

problem in promoting social interactions to connect international students with domestic students 

(Geary, 2016). In addition, university communities often do not provide enough extracurricular 

activities to engage international students effectively (Karimi & Matous, 2018). In one study, 

some student event organizers ignored the participants’ characteristics and did not pay attention 

to the needs and interests of each person, which led to students’ dissatisfaction and unwillingness 

to take part in the activities (Zorina et al., 2018). 

Research Problem 

Foreign students arriving at a university often feel isolated and homesick when they are 

away from their own families and friends, and sometimes it is hard for them to feel acculturated. 
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They may try to engage in clubs and activities in an effort to bridge the isolation of arriving 

without family and friends and also to develop community engagement and a sense of belonging. 

The research problem addressed in this study is that commonly these clubs and activities fall 

short. The promises made to international students are vague and unclear, and students attend the 

activities and join the clubs with the implied promise of connection. Often their experiences do 

not manifest as planned, and the students are left in relative isolation and have a hard time 

integrating with the local community. 

Justification for the Study 

International students play an important role in contributing both academic and financial 

benefits to Canadian universities. They increase the diversity of culture and make a contribution 

to the financial security of universities (Wu at al., 2015). Participating in social activities is a 

good way for students to adapt to the new environment. Students can build relationships with 

host nationals, and this is a good way to increase the satisfaction towards student life abroad and 

to help international students gain a sense of belonging (Hendrickson, 2018).  

The acculturation process can be both positive and negative. The positive part can 

improve one’s life opportunities and benefit mental health, whereas the negative part of 

acculturation can be a challenge for people to get accustomed to the new culture and social 

environment (Wu et al., 2015). Acculturation can cause stress including anxiety and depression. 

As a result, it is critical for the greater university community to find ways to support 

acculturation in order to help international students become physically and mentally healthy.  

Research Question and Hypothesis 

The research question for the present study is as follows: What are some optimal ways 

that members of the greater university community can welcome and support acculturation, with 
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the intention of fostering connected relationships with people from the new environment, as 

reported by VIU international students? 

I predicted that this study would uncover how members of the university community 

including professors, peers, student services and even staff in the cafeteria can support 

acculturation. Based on my own experiences as an international student I have had some ideas, 

including: 

• Professors could gather students together on a trip or watch a film, and hold 

interesting seminars to follow up; 

•  International clubs could provide students with activities such as cooking 

together or providing snacks and popcorn, which could foster increased 

communication; 

• Some clubs could provide sessions teaching musical instruments while gathering 

students with the same interests together; 

• International student peers could set up a committee to go bowling or ice skating 

near to school; and 

• The cafeteria could hold events providing desserts and drinks for students, or 

other interactive activities such as board games to gather students at a table 

introducing each other.  

To sum up, I predicted that university communities could be creative and hold different kinds of 

recreational and academic activities to enhance international students’ sense of connection on 

campus.  
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Definition of Terms 

The terms usually used in research relating to post-secondary international students are 

acculturation, acculturation phenomena impact, acculturative stressors, culture shock  and 

adjustment, which can help to understand this topic, and in Chapter Three, students were asked 

to give suggestions about student services. What follows is my interpretation of these terms 

based on the literature I surveyed for this study. 

Acculturation. According to Berry (1997), the term acculturation means “the cultural 

changes that result from group encounters” (p. 6). Furthermore, according to Cuellar, Arnold and 

Maldonado (1995), the term acculturation phenomena impact includes behavioral, affective, and 

cognitive levels. The behavioral level can include “verbal behavior and language … [and] 

customs, foods, and such culture expressions.” The affective level can be defined as “the 

emotions that have cultural connections.” Finally, the cognitive level includes beliefs, attitudes, 

and ideas about illness, male/female roles, or values (p. 281). In addition, the term acculturative 

stressors can be divided into three categories: “(a) acculturation/social custom, the acceptance of 

cultural practices of the country and its people; (b) language use, proficiency of the spoken 

language when communicating with one’s cultural group; and (c) perceived prejudice, a sense of 

alienation from the dominant group” (Hamamura & Laird, 2014, p. 206).  

Culture shock. The term culture shock is defined as “the anxiety that results from losing 

all our familiar signs and symbols of social inter-course” (Oberg, 1960, p. 177).  In order to deal 

with culture shock among international students, student services are often made accessible. 

According to Hoskin, Melhuish, and Wagner (1969), student services include “counseling on 

academic progress, admission requirements, elective studies, employment, finances, health, [and] 

personal [matters]” (as cited in Cox & Strange, 2010, p. 11).  
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Adjustment. Also in relation to culture shock, the term adjustment has two aspects: 

sociocultural and psychological. Psychological adjustment relates to mental health and one’s 

wellbeing, while sociocultural adjustment refers to the achievement through cross-cultural 

transition (Wu at al., 2015). 

Brief Overview of the Study 

I aim to find ways for Vancouver Island University (VIU), including the VIU Student 

Union, recreational department, faculty and instructors, and clubs, to help students to be involved 

in order to prevent isolation and loneliness. The present study used a focus group interview 

consisting of seven international students at VIU with open-ended questions and used a content 

analysis to analyze the responses from the participants.  
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Chapter 2: Background and Review of Related Literature  

     I explored literature about the challenges that international students face while studying 

in a foreign country and how different attitudes about acculturation affect academic performance, 

including the impact of acculturation, such as culture shock and discrimination. Furthermore, I 

explored the students’ experiences of acculturation and provided literature about the different 

kinds of social support in addition to different perspectives from international students and staff 

members. For ease of reading, this chapter has been divided into three themes: (a) challenges that 

international students face when going abroad, (b) the impact of acculturation, and (c) different 

kinds of support services in universities. 

Challenges that International Students Face when Going Abroad 

    Wu, Garza, and Guzman (2015) examined the challenges international students face when 

they are away from family and friends. They found that these challenges ranged from daily 

affairs to cultural adjustments such as financial issues and studying problems. The purpose of 

Wu and colleagues’ research was to investigate the challenges that international students face in 

an effort to guide universities on how to give effective support to students in academic, social, 

and cultural aspects. Wu et al. (2015) used a qualitative case study, and interviewed 10 

participants from different countries in Asia who studied in the southern part of the United States 

of America. They found that these international students had difficulties interacting with 

professors, and had isolation problems, language barriers, and many other difficulties in most 

aspects of life. As a result, Wu and colleagues made some suggestions for universities to help 

international students cope with these difficulties. 

           Wu et al. (2015) offered effective solutions for universities in dealing with the difficulties 

that international students face. However, their suggestions were vague and lacked details. For 



SUPPORTING ACCULTURATION                                                                                            8 
 

example, the study made the suggestion to hold orientation programs, but did not indicate what 

kinds of activities should be concluded in the orientation. The researchers also made a suggestion 

to host workshops, but did not give specific details. In addition, the difficulties for students 

differed depending on differences in gender, background, and personality and as a result, the 10 

participants that Wu and colleagues interviewed cannot represent all international students. In 

their literature review, they identified the three kinds of challenges but did not directly state what 

the hypothesis was. This study is helpful to the present research because it described the 

challenges for international students and offered suggestions to universities, such as providing 

counselling and tutoring. These suggestions helped me to do further research about specific ways 

that universities can overcome the problem of limited acculturation and help international 

students maintain physical and psychological health.  

    Ra and Trusty (2017) studied the problems of many international students who went to the 

United States of America. These students suffered from some psychological issues and had 

problems dealing with cultural conflicts and language barriers, along with financial and 

communication difficulties. In addition, many international students suffered from acculturative 

stress but Asian students were found to use mental health counseling services less often than 

their peers. The purpose of Ra and Trusty’s study was to investigate how international students 

conquer the acculturative stress in the process of acculturation and to figure out the effects of 

social support in dealing with acculturative stress. The researchers collected qualitative data 

using a Likert-type scale from 232 international students from China, Taiwan, South Korea, and 

Japan in 23 states in the United States of America. As a result, they found that social support 

plays an important role in dealing with the connection between acculturative stress and 

acculturation. 
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    In Ra and Trusty’s study (2017), most of the participants (61%) were Korean students, 

while only 2% were Japanese students. Their study therefore did not represent the entirety of 

Asian international students. In addition, the nature of students’ acculturative stress varied due to 

different age ranges and depended on the period of time they had spent in the United States of 

America. Ra and Trusty’s study therefore made it more difficult to accurately examine the effect 

of social support on acculturative stress. Nevertheless this study is helpful to the current research 

because it provided the reasons that affect acculturative stress and the reasons that prevent 

international students from going to counselling. In addition, the method used in Ra and Trusty’s 

study was feasible, the data was easy to analyze, and the results provided some useful 

recommendations for the present study. 

     Sawir, Marginson, Deumert, Nyland, and Ramia (2008) identified the problems that 

international students face in Australian universities that cause isolation and loneliness. The 

category of loneliness can be divided into personal loneliness and social loneliness. Personal 

loneliness is due to the lack of connection among family members, while social loneliness results 

from the lack of engagement with peers in a social network. Sawir and colleagues found that 

international students also had some problems in adapting to the new language environment, 

which caused cultural loneliness. In the study, Sawir et al. interviewed 200 international students 

in Australian universities from 30 different countries and found a strong connection between 

loneliness and difficulties making friends across countries. Students who suffer from isolation 

are more likely to have diminished confidence compared to their peers.  

     Sawir et al. (2008) used interviewing to gather both quantitative and qualitative data on 

the proportion of isolation among international students and student responses to questions of 

isolation. However, the comments were not well organized and the purpose and hypothesis were 
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not clearly stated. Furthermore, Sawir and colleagues did not provide details about the strategies 

of building relationships between international students and local communities. On the positive 

side, the study was helpful to the present research because it gave me information about the main 

causes of isolation, which helped me do deeper research about the effects of isolation and to 

think of ways to help university communities deal with these problems. 

Elliot, Reid, and Baumfield (2016) studied academic acculturation using 

phenomenological experiences from non-British PhD students in the United Kingdom. They also 

demonstrated the barriers that international students face in both studying and living in a foreign 

country. The purpose of their study was to investigate how change affects one’s achievement. 

They selected 14 international non-British PhD students who had completed their studies in the 

United Kingdom from the years 2008 to 2013. The method of group email, conversation and a 

conference communication were used in a qualitative study. Participants were given a disposable 

camera to take photos representing academic experiences and their self-selected photos were 

used in a face-to-face one-hour long discussion. Elliot et al. then clarified the data into three 

categories, including personal transition, societal transition, and academic transition (p. 2203). 

Each category described the challenges that participants face. 

Elliot and colleagues (2016) used a firm theoretical framework and the data collection 

procedures were well organized. The participants were culturally diverse; however, the 

participants were all PhD students, and thus could not represent the overall international student 

population. In addition, participants’ names were disclosed, which might prevent them from 

sharing real thoughts and responses. Furthermore, they did not give suggestions about how to 

solve the three categorized challenges that international students face. Nevertheless, this study 

was helpful to the present research because it provided detailed information about the personal, 
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societal and academic challenges, which were helpful for me to find ways for international 

students to solve issues around acculturation, both for universities and students themselves. My 

study also asked participants to talk about personal, societal, and academic transition. 

The Impact of Acculturation  

Shafaei, Nejati, Quazi, and Heidt (2016) stated that many international students suffer 

from acculturative stress and adaptation difficulties due to the challenge of studying in a foreign 

country. They aimed to find out how students’ acculturation attitudes affected their academic 

performance relating to research, exams, and assignments in a Malaysian public school. Their 

hypotheses were that students’ adjustment-centric acculturation attitudes had a positive impact 

on academic environment in examinations, research, and assignments, while attachment-centric 

acculturation attitudes had a negative effect on the academic atmosphere in examinations, 

research, and assignments (p. 657). The aforementioned authors distributed 375 questionnaires 

among international students in social sciences and arts in a Malaysian university and got 198 

questionnaires back. The results of Shafaei et al.’s (2016) study revealed that adjustment-centric 

students were more likely to adapt to the host culture, which had a positive effect on academic 

performance, while students who relied on the norms of their own country (attachment-centric 

students) were less likely to adjust to the host country’s academic system.  

Shafaei et al.’s (2016) study gave suggestions for universities to help international 

students become integrated into the host culture and academic system. However, in this study, 

students were from social sciences and arts, which cannot represent the other programs. 

Nevertheless, this study is helpful to me because it demonstrated that different attitudes towards 

acculturation can lead to different results in both the students’ studies and their lives. The study 
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also highlighted many suggestions (such as information sessions, training programs, and peer 

networking) for universities regarding how to support international students’ acculturation. 

Hamamura and Laird (2014) suggested that East Asian students are more at risk than 

local students of suffering from depression, which results from the challenges in the process of 

acculturation and other challenges such as language barriers, insufficient social support, and 

difficulties adjusting to the new culture. In addition, international students are less likely to seek 

psychological support due to cultural differences and language barriers. The purpose of 

Hamamura and Laird’s (2014) study was to examine how maladaptive perfectionism (which is a 

factor that contributes to depression) and acculturative stress influence East Asian international 

students’ depression. The hypotheses were the following: (a) Asian international students’ 

depression can be measured by GPA satisfaction, acculturative stress, and maladaptive 

perfectionism; (b) East Asian students will show more depression and maladaptive perfectionism 

than domestic students; and (c) GPA satisfaction will be inversely proportional to maladaptive 

perfectionism. To collect data, the authors selected 52 East Asian international students and 126 

local students by inviting them to conduct an online survey. The study found that acculturative 

stress and maladaptive perfectionism result in depression among East Asian international 

university students. 

 Hamamura and Laird (2014) illustrated how acculturative stress influences maladaptive 

perfectionism and depression. However, in their method, only 2.2% were graduate students, 

while 77.7% were undergraduates, which does not accurately represent the opinions of a large 

majority of the graduate population. However, this research is helpful to me because it provides 

the reasons that prevent international students from seeking psychological help. Furthermore, the 
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study gave me suggestions on how universities help international students to lessen acculturative 

stress. 

Gbadamosi (2018) explored the acculturation challenges that international students face 

such as culture shock, discrimination, and inadequate opportunities for communication. 

Gbadamosi (2018) aimed to examine the experience of acculturation of international students 

and gave suggestions to universities to deal with challenges and to support acculturation. 

Gbadamosi used focus groups and individual interviews among international students in a 

London university during the 2013-2014 academic year. Furthermore, regarding the 

acculturation challenges in both their studies and their lives, Gbadamosi categorized the focus 

group and interview responses into six themes: “culture shock, personal challenges, integration, 

institutional support, government policy and the value of a UK education” (p. 132). 

 Gbadamosi (2018) talked about international students’ specific acculturation experience 

by interviewing them in focus groups and individual interviews. In the study, participants had 

various origins; however, most of the participants were between 18 and 29 years old, which 

cannot represent the other ranges of age. However, this research is helpful for me because it 

examined the side effect of acculturation and gave suggestions on how universities support 

acculturation strategies such as reforming induction programs and providing different kinds of 

classes.  

Different Kinds of Support Services in Universities 

Martirosyan, Bustamante, and Saxon (2019) described the categories of support services 

for international students from 20 university websites in the United States of America. The main 

problem driving the study was that it showed a decrease of student enrollment in the year of 

2007; as a result, it is essential to maintain the quality of support services for higher education. 
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The purpose of this study was to demonstrate how the 20 universities supported international 

students, which could have implications for universities to help international students become 

integrated and achieve academic success. Martirosyan et al. chose a sample of the top 20 

universities in the United States of America (Institute for International Education [IIE], 2016b) 

by collecting data from university websites. They used a content analysis by dividing the 

services into six themes: English language programs, academic support and student success 

initiatives, targeted writing support, social and cultural events, professional development 

workshops, and family member programs. 

Martirosyan, Bustamante, and Saxon (2019) had a clear purpose for their study and the 

sample of this study was from a variety of universities across the United States. However, the 

study did not show international students’ experiences and satisfaction level with respect to these 

services. This study is helpful to the current research because it provides suggestions for the 

services both in academic and social support, such as orientation and activities for international 

students. This study also used a content analysis to summarize and categorize data in tables with 

codes, which is helpful to the method of the current study. 

  Roberts and Dunworth (2012) demonstrated the different perspectives that can occur 

between support service providers and international students in an Australian university. The 

problem of the study was that students and university staff did not have compatible opinions 

regarding students’ needs or the responsibility of staff. The study aimed to improve student 

services for international students. Roberts and Dunworth chose six staff members who were 

heads or coordinators of student services, using qualitative interviews lasting from one to one 

and a half hours. They then selected 19 international students who were divided into four focus 

groups. During the focus groups, responses were audio-recorded; Roberts and Dunworth also 
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used a note-taker. They then used a model of content analysis to analyze data by categorizing 

responses. The study reviewed differences in the responses of staff and international students in 

the aspects of awareness, usefulness and use, access and barriers to use. 

  In Roberts and Dunworth’s (2012) study, there were four focus groups involving students 

from diverse faculties with varying perspectives. However, the limitations of this research had to 

do with the range of participants in the focus group. Roberts and Dunworth (2012) only selected 

four postgraduates out of the 19 participants, so their study did not fully represent the opinions of 

international graduate students. In addition, in the staff interviews, Roberts and Dunworth did not 

state which services they provided. Furthermore, after the content analysis, they did not provide 

recommendations for how to solve problems related to misunderstandings between staff and 

international students. However, this research is helpful to the present study because it provides 

suggestions for how to do a focus group and how to use content analysis to analyze data. In 

addition, after reading the article, I have a better understanding of what international students 

need, which can help me to find out ways for university communities to help them solve these 

problems. 

Chavajay (2013) described the sources of social support for international students in a 

university in the United States of America and demonstrated that social support plays a role in 

decreasing acculturation stress and can improve students’ wellbeing. Nevertheless, Chavajay 

pointed out that support services from the host university were superficial and infrequent. 

Students had closer relationships to their family and friends than local people from the host 

country. The purpose of the study was to find out the specific types of social support that were 

most helpful for international students. Chavajay chose 99 international students from 30 

different countries whose duration of stay in the United States ranged from eight to 48 months. 
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The study used questionnaires consisting of 18 items about socioemotional and instrumental 

support, which were mailed to international students. Socioemotional support means emotional 

support for students while instrumental support means assistance with pragmatic issues like 

housing, transportation, and courses.  The study found that international students seek more 

instrumental and socioemotional support from their fellow international peers than from 

domestic students. Chavajay also indicated that the reasons for international students to socialize 

with their international peers rather than local students were that they got little understanding or 

psychological support from the local students. 

Chavajay’s (2013) study made a contribution to understanding the types and functions of 

social support for international students. The level of perceived social support varied due to 

different age and education level. However, the sample was mostly comprised of graduate 

students, who differ from undergraduates. In addition, the duration of international students’ 

stays in the United States varied, and students may face different challenges due to different 

duration of staying. This research is helpful to the present study because it showed the reasons 

that prevent international students from integrating with local students, which can give me 

suggestions such as creating programs to help international students connect with local students. 

Conclusion 

There is a lot of research about the challenges that international students face when going 

to study abroad. Ra and Trusty (2017) and Sawiret et al. (2008) demonstrated the psychological 

problems that international students face. Wu et al. (2015), and Elliot et al. (2016) identified a 

range of issues, from daily life to studying problems. There is also much research about the impact 

of acculturation. Shafaei et al. (2016) showed that changing attitudes towards acculturation can 

bring improved academic results; Hamamura and Laird (2014) and Gbadamosi (2018) talked about 
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acculturation challenges such as culture shock, depression, and discrimination. Gbadamosi (2018) 

also examined the specific acculturation experiences of international students. 

Martirosyan et al. (2019) and Chavajay’s (2013) studies identified the range of support 

services provided, while Roberts and Dunworth (2012) demonstrated the different opinions of both 

students and staff with respect to international students’ needs. However, very few studies have 

been done in the field of  acculturation that assess the satisfaction level of these services and 

improving support services in universities for supporting acculturation. As a result, the present 

study can help to fill in a gap and demonstrate how universities can improve support services in 

order to support effective acculturation. 
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Chapter 3: Procedures and Methods 

Description of the Research Design  

The present study is designed to figure out the specific ways that university communities 

can help international students get involved and feel acculturated. My research question is: What 

are some optimal ways that members of the greater university community can welcome and 

support acculturation, with the intention of fostering connected relationships with people from 

the new environment, as reported by VIU international students? I used a focus group interview 

that took 2 hours and provided open-ended questions for students to discuss. Each of the open-

ended questions was designed to generate qualitative data from student responses. Participants 

volunteered to take part in the interview and I protected participants' confidentiality by removing 

their names and assigning all the participants numbers as identifiers.  

Recruiting Participants 

The population I targeted for this study was international students at Vancouver Island 

University. Participants could be undergraduate or graduate students, and could be from any 

discipline or Faculty. Participants had to be willing to take part in a focus group conversation. 

After reading a recruitment poster or listening to a recruitment presentation, potential 

participants contacted me for information and they were sent an email about the purpose and 

content of the study; they were informed that food and snacks would be provided, and a five-

dollar Starbucks gift card would be given to them during the focus group interview. Participants 

who were interested emailed me to show their willingness. I received permission to record the 

conversation; two out seven participants were not willing to be recorded, so they withdrew from 

the audio-recorded portions of the focus group.  
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Description of the Instruments Used 

I hosted a focus group discussion with seven international students. According to 

Wilkinson (2004), focus group research is “a way of collecting qualitative data, which-

essentially-involves engaging a small number of people in an informal group discussion (or 

discussions), ‘focused’ around a particular topic or set of issues” (p. 177). Onwuegbuzie, 

Dickinson, Leech, and Zoran (2009) stated that focus group interviews are usually one to two 

hours in length and include around six to12 participants; focus groups can efficiently collect data 

from participants. In addition, Onwuegbuzie et al. (2009) highlighted that focus groups can give 

participants a sense of cohesiveness and give them a safe environment to share ideas. At the 

same time, it is also possible to collect more responses from participants than in a one-to-one 

interview format (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009). 

A consent form was emailed to participants before they agreed to participate in the study. 

Paper copies of focus group questions were also distributed to participants before the focus group 

discussion. In addition, I put up poster at the VIU campus and prepared an email script before 

sending emails to potential participants. Moreover, I prepared a presentation script before 

presenting my study at the international students’ “Culture Couch,” in VIU Building 255, where 

I intended to recruit participants for the study. 

During the focus group, responses from participants were both recorded verbatim and 

summarized in my notes. I made observation notes about participants’ tone, body language, and 

the attitudes that I perceived they were communicating. Portions of the focus group were also 

audio-recorded and any hand-written notes from participants were collected.  
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Explanation of the Procedures Followed 

I got approval to proceed with my research from Vancouver Island University’s Research 

Ethics Board on October 29, 2019; I then got approval from the VIU Students’ Union before 

putting up recruitment posters around the campus one week before the group interview. I also 

made a presentation at VIU Building 255 at an international student activity called “Culture 

Couch,” held every Tuesday. I initiated contact with potential participants, and students who 

were interested in participating contacted me through email. The following list captures the steps 

followed to then prepare for the focus group: 

1.  Developed detailed questions in a script to ask the focus group; 

2.  Informed the potential participants of the purpose of the study and questions that 

might be asked; 

3.  Booked a room at VIU and prepare free drinks and snacks for participants as well as 

Starbucks gift cards. 

Data Collection 

At the beginning of the focus group, I distributed sheets of the focus group questions to 

the participants and asked them write long answer questions. Then I put participants in random 

pairs so they could share their responses in paired conversations. At this stage of the focus group, 

discussion responses were not audio recorded, but I took notes about the general themes that 

arose in the paired conversations. I then selected one representative from each pair to share ideas 

and I proceeded to facilitate discussion with the whole group. At this step, discussion responses 

were audio recorded and later transcribed into documents, provided that the participants gave 

their consent to be recorded. At the same time, I took notes of what participants replied. 
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Methods Justification 

Having seven participants within the focus group increased the efficiency of the 

discussion. Participants interacted to communicate ideas and I was able to gather more diverse 

ideas than within single face-to-face interviews. In interviews, participants may get nervous and 

have no idea of how to reply. In groups, people are willing to communicate with others and share 

experiences with each other. Participants may come up with more ideas and become more 

passionate in discussing with other people, which is exactly what I observed happening during 

my focus group. It can also save time for student participants to engage in a focus group rather 

than a face-to-face interview.  The open-ended questions strengthened the validity of the study, 

providing students an opportunity to express their opinions about ways of making connections to 

different aspects of campus life. 

Description and Justification of Analysis  

The focus group interview generated multiple responses to the questions asked. Classical 

content analysis is the technique I used to analyze the participants’ responses. Onwuegbuzie et 

al. (2009) noted that classical content analysis “includes creating small chunks of the data” (p. 6). 

These codes are put into “similar groupings and counted” (p. 6). Researchers not only provide 

“the frequency of each code” but also “a rich description of each code” (Onwuegbuzie et al., 

2009, p. 6). 

According to Elo and Kyngäs (2008), inductive content analysis can be divided into three 

steps: open coding, creating categories, and abstraction. Open coding means writing down 

headings and notes when reading the content onto to coding sheets, and categories are generated 

during this stage. Creating categories means grouping codes under headings and abstraction 

means naming each category with words that can describe the characteristics (p. 109-111).   



SUPPORTING ACCULTURATION                                                                                            22 
 

Martirosyan et al. (2019) grouped their findings into six themes. To structure my thesis 

and report my feelings, from the focus group, I borrowed two of their themes regarding social 

and cultural events and professional development workshops, and I also added two additional 

themes of my own (orientation programs and recreational activities and clubs).  

Following the practice of Elliot et al. (2016), I also divided the data into themes about 

positive and negative student experiences. Positive experiences included familiarity with the new 

culture and personal growth and development, and negative experiences included personal 

transitions, societal transitions, and academic transitions. 

Conclusion 

I used a focus group discussion which consisted of six open-ended questions that were 

posed to seven international students from different programs at Vancouver Island University. 

During the focus group discussion, portions of the focus group were also audio-recorded and any 

hand-written notes from participants were collected. At the same time, I also took notes of what 

participants replied. Based on Martirosyan et al. (2019) and Elliot et al. (2016)’s studies, I 

divided the data into themes of positive student experiences, negative student experiences, and 

suggestions arising from the focus group.  
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Chapter 4: Results 

I hosted a focus group with seven VIU international students, and it lasted over two 

hours, which exceeded the expected time. Participants talked at length about their experiences in 

attending a variety of activities at VIU and gave suggestions.  

Students appeared to be very engaged in the discussion and were active in giving 

suggestions about student services that might help with acculturation. I transcribed the audio 

recording of the discussion portions of the focus group; and summarized participants’ responses 

as well as identified pertinent direct quotations. I identified the keywords of each theme and 

placed codes into tables (see Table 1).  

Table 1: Themes with Relevant Codes 

Theme Relevant codes 

Orientation programs Conversation activity 

Sports activities 

Cultural seminar 

Presentation of Indigenous people 

Playing games 

Culture sharing 

 

Recreational activities and clubs Teamwork 

Playing games and puzzles 

Introducing each other 

Cultural performances  

Activities 

Long-term trips 

 A club fair 

Time schedule of clubs 

Funding 

Advertising 

Cultural conversations 

Professional development workshops Group work 

Student-centered 
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Social and cultural events Fashion show 

Cooking activities 

Sociable theme activities 

A forum 

Cultural presentations 

 

I also developed themes to show the experiences of participants, both positive and 

negative (see Table2).  

The negative experiences were divided into three themes: personal challenges, societal 

challenges, and academic challenges, with relevant codes. The positive experiences were divided 

into familiarity with the new culture, and personal growth and development.  

Table 2: International Student Experiences 

Negative Student Experiences Positive Student Experiences 

a. Personal challenges 

    Loneliness 

   Housing issues 

 

a. Familiarity with the new culture 

b. Personal growth and development 

b. Societal challenges 

   Lack of social connections 

 

c. Academic challenges 

   Academic writing 

 

 

Study Population 

The population for this study was comprised of seven international students at Vancouver 

Island University (VIU). VIU is a public university located in Nanaimo, Vancouver Island in 

western British Columbia. VIU has a population over 18,000 learners, including 1,100 

international students from more than 40 countries. VIU is a teaching-focused university, and it 

is primarily undergraduate with a few graduate programs. I am a student in the program of 
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Master of Education in Educational Leadership. VIU provides students with several kinds of 

activities from recreational activities to academic support.  

In the focus group, two students were in academic courses whereas five students were in 

an English as a Second Language (ESL) program. There were four males and three females. 

Three participants came from Southeast Asia, three from East Asia, and one from South Asia. 

(See Table 3). 

Table 3: Participants’ Profiles 

Participants Geographical Region Department                   Gender                      

A 

B 

C 

D 

E 

F 

G 

Southeast Asia 

Southeast Asia 

Southeast Asia 

East Asia 

East Asia 

East Asia 

South Asia 

ESL                              Male 

Education                     Male 

ESL                              Male 

ESL                              Female 

ESL                              Female 

ESL                              Male 

Education                     Female 

 

Results 

Negative student experiences. The participants’ negative experiences can be divided 

into three themes: personal, societal, and academic challenges. For personal challenges, some of 

the participants suffered from loneliness since they were away from their relatives and friends. 

For societal challenges, some participants complained that there were not enough ways for them 

to connect with their local peers. For academic challenges, they had some problems in academic 

writing as well as improving their spoken English skills. 

The first theme emerging amongst negative student experiences was personal challenges. 

Several students stated that they suffered from loneliness and housing issues. They were away 

from family and friends and it was difficult for them to make new friends when they first came 

here; some participants even had difficulties in finding places to live. One participant reported: 
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In the first week, I felt struggled because there were no friends or families around me. 

There was even no place for me to stay when I first came to VIU. During the exam, I 

even couldn’t focus on the exam because I was worrying about where I can stay 

overnight. After I received the result for the ESL exam, I was so frustrated. (Participant 

A) 

  However, participants felt loneliness only for a short period of time and soon adapted to 

their new lives abroad. Some of them got nervous when they first entered campus, feeling 

everything was new and unfamiliar. Difficulties in finding the proper housing made them feel 

helpless. 

The second theme emerging amongst negative student experiences was societal 

challenges with respect to local Canadian society. One participant complained that they did not 

have enough resources to connect with local people:  

Nobody takes me out, and there is no way to talk to native people. For example, no one 

tells me where I can buy food, which market is cheaper. In addition, there are not enough 

ways to connect to academic students. (Participant D) 

 

Participant A also claimed that for WorldVIU days, only a small number of people knew there 

was an activity for international students to chat with local students. Furthermore, Participant C 

said his instructor never talked about activity information, and focused only on academics. 

Participants did not have enough resources to identify the activities on campus, and there was a 

lack of ways for VIU to spread the information of the activities. In addition, there were limited 

opportunities for international students to connect with local people. 

The third theme emerging amongst negative student experiences was academic 

challenges. Nearly all participants had difficulty with academic writing. They felt it was difficult 

to improve their English skills, especially listening and writing, and it was also difficult to reach 

their instructors’ requirements. However, participants did not discuss this part in detail. Based on 

my findings in the literature review, it is possible that the participants felt embarrassed or 
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awkward discussing their academic difficulties, or they were reluctant to admit that their English 

was not good enough. 

Positive student experiences. The positive experiences of participants can be divided 

into two themes: familiarity with the new culture, and personal growth and development. Many 

participants took part in various campus activities for international students, such as Culture 

Couch (presenting different kinds of culture and tasting food), Global Citizen Week (different 

workshops and films about global topics such as sustainability, climate change, and pollution), 

and WorldVIU Days (cultural performances and cultural sharing), which gave them a sense of 

connection to the campus and increased communication with each other. 

The fist theme emerging amongst positive student experiences was familiarity with the 

new culture. Most participants stated that they had a positive experience at VIU. Nearly all 

students indicated that they had a good experience attending activities at VIU: participants A, C 

and D said they took part in “Culture Couch, Global Citizen Week…. and the Peer Helper 

Program.” Participant G said that although sometimes she missed home, she was able to adjust to 

both studies and her personal life. Participant B had known about the culture before he came to 

Canada, so it was not a severe culture shock for him: “I feel comfortable because I knew a lot 

about Canada before I came here. I also heard from my relatives living in Canada about their 

lives.” Participants did not regard it as a problem to adapt to the new life.  

The second theme emerging amongst positive student experiences was personal growth 

and development. Many students had made an effort to get involved by doing things like 

volunteering and taking part in different kinds of activities. Participant A reported, “During the 

first week, I met the leader of the international building who holds cultural activities. In the 

second week, I did presentations, and did volunteer jobs which can help me make cultural 



SUPPORTING ACCULTURATION                                                                                            28 
 

connections.” Additionally, participant D said, “The best experience that I have had is to be a 

student MC in the celebration ceremony.  Being an MC makes me feel more confident both for 

study and society.” Participants took part in different kinds of activities on campus, which made 

them feel more connected.  

Suggestions arising from the focus group. Suggestions made by participants about how 

VIU could support acculturation can be divided into four themes: (a) orientation programs, (b) 

recreational activities and clubs, (c) professional development workshops, and (d) social and 

cultural events (see Table 1). For orientation programs, some sports activities and presentations 

about different cultures were suggested. For recreational activities and clubs, games and cultural 

performances were suggested. Additionally, more advertising could be done to get more students 

involved. For professional development workshops, group work and student-centered activities 

were preferred. In terms of social and cultural events, fashion shows and cooking activities were 

strongly recommended.  

The first theme was orientation programs. Students often have difficulty communicating 

with their peers when they first come to a new campus. It was important for the participants in 

this study that they were connected with local students in a team. Participant A suggested, “The 

school can add more conversation activity; it will help students from different cultures to break 

boundaries of communication.” Participants B and C suggested holding cultural seminars, which 

means “each representative organizes an activity that shows various cultures in VIU and shows 

their contribution to the campus,” and they could also share the culture of their hometown. 

Participants C and F suggested holding sports activities, which can “mix different countries 

together and compete with each other.” Participant E also indicated that playing language games 
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such as mime activities would be helpful. Participants B and G suggested presenting and 

introducing the Indigenous cultures of Vancouver Island. 

The second theme was recreational activities and clubs. Participants A and B noted that 

when they were participating in activities, international students from the same country usually 

got together. Participants said they didn’t make friends even if they took part in school trips or 

clubs. Participant G suggested that it would be good to give students “puzzles to solve or hunts to 

develop connectedness.” Participant D added that students could be divided into groups to 

communicate and introduce each other: “We can introduce each other first by sitting around a 

circle, and then start the trip.” Furthermore, it is important to encourage students to give cultural 

performances, in which students from different cultures present a talent show on the stage. 

Moreover, long trips were suggested. 

For clubs, participants A and B suggested that more funding and sponsorships were 

needed, meaning that many activities were not organized well due to the lack of funding. For 

example, people were reluctant to lead a club with no funds to support it. Participants E and F 

suggested holding a “club fair” at the beginning of the semester to recruit international student 

members to various clubs. Participant B complained that there was limited time for the current 

club fair, and some of them had difficulty fitting it into their schedule. Participant G said, “I 

wanted to join the dancing club but I didn’t gather much information. Even the dancing classes 

are held very late at night which is inconvenient. Some activities during the day would be 

helpful.” In addition, participant D indicated that the drama club had almost all white people, 

which made it “difficult to integrate into the community.” Furthermore, participant F suggested 

that cultural conversation needs to be added to the Student Union Pub; activities such as “food 

tasting” could be attractive to students, and could be a good way to connect students from 



SUPPORTING ACCULTURATION                                                                                            30 
 

different cultures together. For gym clubs, as participant F suggested, a “general meeting” would 

be useful to introduce club activities. 

The third theme was professional development workshops. Most of the participants liked 

student-centered workshops, because they have opportunities to talk more and express their 

opinions. For example, participants A and D said, “each group can have different countries.” 

Interesting incentives such as providing gifts and prizes were suggested. Participants D and E also 

suggested holding workshops about reading and writing skills, which ties in to the difficulty the 

focus group participants noticed with language and academics. 

The fourth theme was social and cultural events. Students indicated that there was 

inadequate advertising about campus activities. For instance, participant D shared the experience 

that “the poster of Halloween pub of VIU didn’t state we needed to book online. We waited for 

two hours to get in.” Participant D added that VIU could “hold different theme activities like 

dancing party, singing or share their school experience recently.” Or “VIU can hold forums 

where both the group of students can meet, talk and get connected.” Participant A suggested 

“cultural presentations”, presenting and sharing their hometown culture with other students, 

stating that “it will promote cultural diversity in understanding the different cultures and beliefs.” 

Participants suggested adding more advertising about campus activities and creating 

opportunities for students to communicate with each other.  

Conclusion 

The present study included a focus group comprised of seven international students at 

Vancouver Island University (VIU). They shared their experiences, both positive and negative, 

in attending activities at VIU and made some suggestions about how universities can support 

acculturation and help students adapt to campus life: orientation programs, recreational activities 
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and clubs, professional development workshops, and social and cultural events. The focus group 

lasted much longer than expected, and participants were excited to share their experiences. Based 

on the experiences of both participants and myself, students suffer from a different level of 

isolation; some students can quickly find their way in adapting to the new life, while others find 

it difficult to get acculturated. Participants were those students who felt it was easy to adapt to 

the campus, and only suffered a short period of being lonely and isolated. They actively joined 

many activities on campus and tried to take opportunities in attending lectures and doing 

volunteer work.  
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Chapter 5: Summary and Conclusions 

The topic of the current study is: supporting acculturation and fostering connected 

relationships with local community at Vancouver Island University. The research question was: 

What are some optimal ways that members of the greater university community can welcome 

and support acculturation, with the intention of fostering connected relationships with people 

from the new environment, as reported by VIU international students? I used a focus group 

interview consisting of seven international students at Vancouver Island University. During the 

discussion, participants shared both their negative and positive experiences in attending activities 

at VIU and made some suggestions about how to help students acculturate and adapt to the 

campus relating to orientation programs, recreational activities and clubs, professional 

development workshops, and social and cultural events. I used a content analysis to analyze 

responses from participants. 

Discussion of the Findings 

Negative student experiences. While some participants shared their positive experiences 

in attending activities at VIU such as volunteering and taking part in recreational activities, there 

were still some participants suffering from negative experiences, which can be divided into three 

challenges: personal challenges, societal challenges, and academic challenges. Many students 

suffered from isolation and found it difficult to reach out to other students. In addition, 

participants perceived that the university did not provide much support in helping them to get 

connected, or students did not have enough ways to obtain information about the activities. 

These results demonstrate that it is important for VIU to help international students with their 

mental health and hold more activities to connect them with their local peers. 

For academic challenges, participants suffered from difficulties in academic writing more 

than expected. This result shows that VIU could give more support in academic writing, such as 
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workshops and one-to-one help. International students may face more difficulties than their local 

peers, and some international students feel too shy to go to the writing center, or their schedule 

doesn’t fit, so it would be helpful if VIU could provide group support in academic writing 

especially for international students and provide more time periods for consulting professors in 

the writing center. 

Similar to participants’ experiences, I also took part in many recreational activities on 

campus and did some volunteer works in the learning center at VIU. However, it took me longer 

than the participants in the focus group to adapt to the new environment. After the excitement of 

the first three months coming to Canada, I still suffered from loneliness and isolation. Sometimes 

I felt bored in attending activities and preferred to stay at home by myself, which deepened the 

isolation. The feeling of isolation is fiercely strong especially after class or after hanging out with 

friends. What is worse, I had no way to solve these problems. I also suffered from difficulties in 

academic writing, and I felt I could not reach the requirements of my instructors. After receiving 

several low marks, I started to lose confidence in accomplishing the courses and I even felt it was 

difficult to enter the classroom. 

Suggestions arising from the focus group. The following suggestions arising from the 

focus group could improve VIU’s services for international students and help them get connected. 

In addition, VIU will gain more knowledge of students’ preferences regarding activities. 

In terms of orientation programs, students in the focus group preferred more activities such 

as games and sports, as well as some cultural sharing activities that, can help students communicate 

with each other. One participant recommended that “each representative organizes an activity that 

shows various cultures in VIU and shows their contribution to the campus.” For recreational 

activities and clubs, more advertising was suggested, and the time of activities could be more 
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flexible. In addition, more communication is needed among students to eliminate isolation. As for 

workshops, more student-centered instruction and group work were suggested. In connecting 

international students with local students, more cultural events such as a fashion show and food 

sharing could be added. 

Based on the data collected in this study, it would be optimal if VIU clubs could hold more 

activities, not only at the beginning of a semester but at the end of a semester as well. Students 

may feel disconnected if they devote all their time and energy to academics. It would be better if 

VIU could hold fun activities at the middle of a semester, which could give students energy and 

strength to overcome the difficulties they face. Also, it is a good way to get rid of pressure. Based 

on my experience, VIU clubs held few activities in the middle of a semester. It would be better for 

clubs to hold more frequent activities.  

Orientation could add more recreational activities (such as games, trips or hikes), while 

workshops outside the classrooms could be more diverse and include multiple topics. International 

students are interested in fun topics such as music, cooking or drama; topics other than those of 

their academic fields. In order to connect international students with local students, some cultural 

events such as musical instrument clubs could be held, as it is fun if students can get together to 

learn an instrument. In addition, clubs could develop ways to recruit international students 

strategically, so that they have a more diverse and inclusive membership. Furthermore, it would 

be great if VIU could hold trips to different cities. In terms of social and cultural events, it is 

important to hold some activities such as cooking activities, which can help connect international 

students with their local peers. For example, cooking activities could be held in which students 

from one country can invite other students to have a taste of their food, which can boost 

communication and help students make friends with each other.  
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It would be beneficial if VIU could provide academic support for specific programs. For 

example, some students may have difficulties in solving math problems or accounting curriculum. 

Some international students may find it difficult to seek support when they encounter academic 

obstacles or problems. For instance, they may have more difficulties in accomplishing assignments 

related to comprehending passages and writing than local students, and sometimes they feel too 

shy or embarrassed to ask for help. Furthermore, sometimes they couldn’t manage the time to go 

to the writing center because of their busy class schedule.  

Furthermore, for the counselling service, one has to wait a long time and the appointments 

cannot be guaranteed. It would be better if VIU could provide more counselling services and give 

students more flexible options. For example, VIU could hold some presentations or workshops 

about mental health or methods of dealing with stress, which could give more chances for 

international students to talk and communicate with each other. International students may be 

reluctant to reach out to counselling even if they suffer from mental illness, and they may feel it 

helps little even if they go for counselling. 

Differences from the Literature Review 

In the literature review, several authors only discussed general support services and did not 

give descriptions of each service. The current study made some specific suggestions for different 

kinds of activities and showed students’ specific experiences in attending activities on campus. In 

the literature review, several articles found that students suffered from isolation and loneliness; 

while in the current study, most of the participants only suffered from a short period of loneliness 

and quickly made friends on campus and adapted to the new life. That participants suffered from 

academic difficulties was more than expected, and most of them felt that the stress was most from 

academic aspects. This study gave implications for VIU to know more about student difficulties 
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in adapting to campus life and provided suggestions for different activities that could help 

international students connect with their local peers and get supported.  

Limitations 

There are several limitations in the present study. First, the number of the focus group 

participants was limited (seven), which cannot represent the opinion of all the international 

students at Vancouver Island University. In addition, most of the participants were from the ESL 

program, and there were not enough students from academic programs. ESL students who have 

limited English skills have more difficulties in adapting to the environment. Furthermore, the 

current study only selected one university in western Canada (Vancouver Island University), and 

there is a chance that students on the east coast are different from those on the west coast. Finally, 

participants had different lengths of staying in Canada, ranging from three months to two years. 

Different time lengths of staying in Canada may lead to different levels of acculturation. 

Suggestions for Further Research 

The current study used a focus group interview to collect qualitative data. In future 

research, different kinds of qualitative methods could be used, such as interviews and surveys. In 

addition, the current study described what universities can do to support acculturation, from 

recreational activities to workshops. Future studies could be more specific; for example, a future 

study could focus on recreational activities to discover: what kind of recreational activities could 

help students feel more adapted to the campus? This study aims to give new international 

students advice on how they can adapt to the new culture and get connected on campus. 

There is a lack of research into the role of recreational activities and international student 

acculturation. However, research has been done in this area looking at the experience of 

immigrants. There is some research about the benefits of social support and the relationship 
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between leisure activities and immigrants’ acculturation. Kim, Heo, and Lee (2015) reported that 

by taking part in leisure activities, immigrants have more opportunities to interact with other 

people, which helps them deepen their cultural understandings and reduces adaptation problems. 

In addition, Kim and colleagues also found that there is a positive relationship between leisure 

activity and the level of acculturation. According to Kim (2012), recreational activities can help 

to develop cross-group friendships and reduce life barriers. People have shared goals in 

participating in recreational activities, which can provide an atmosphere for interacting with each 

other. Bender et al. (2019) also stated that there is a positive relationship between social support 

and health. In addition, social support is beneficial to individual’s mental health and makes a 

contribution to student wellbeing. In short, there has been some research about the effect of 

leisure activities on acculturation; however, there is limited research about what kinds of 

recreational activities can help international students feel acculturated. There is not enough 

research regarding international students’ experiences of taking part in different kinds of 

activities.  

Conclusion 

The current research studied both positive and negative experiences of international 

students when attending activities at Vancouver Island University (VIU). Although a few 

participants quickly adapted to campus life, others sometimes felt isolated and felt there were not 

enough ways for them to connect to local students. In addition, nearly all of the participants 

encountered difficulties in academic writing. The study also made suggestions to VIU in terms of 

orientation programs, recreational activities and clubs, workshops and social and cultural events 

at VIU, which provides VIU with suggestions about the kinds of activities that are popular 

among international students.  



SUPPORTING ACCULTURATION                                                                                            38 
 

In order to achieve maximum impact at VIU, I may report the results of this study to the 

Department of International Education and share the results with participants in the focus group. 

This may give more ideas for the organizers of the campus activities. Participants will learn 

about the results of the study and gain more information about the ways to adapt to campus life. 

At the same time, I may also present these findings at the MEDL (Master of Education in 

Educational Leadership) Conference and VIU Create Conference. I may give presentations in the 

conferences and share my study with my colleagues and professors to spread the information 

even further. 
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Appendix A 

                                                               

Supporting acculturation and fostering connected relationships with local community in 

Vancouver Island University 

 

Principal Investigators                                                                       Student Supervisor 

Liu Xiangzhou                                                                                      Robin Alison Mueller, PHD 

Master of Education in Educational Leadership                                 

 

Robin Alison Mueller, PHD 

 

Purpose  

I am a student in the Master of Education in Educational Leadership Program at Vancouver 

Island University (VIU).  My research, entitled “Supporting acculturation and fostering 

connected relationships with local community in Vancouver Island University,” aims to find 

ways for university communities to support acculturation and help international students get 

involved in campus life and the local community. I hope this study can give VIU suggestions for 

helping international students to integrate into a new community. 

Description 

Participants are invited to take part in a 45 minutes group discussion. Members of the group will 

be discussing their experiences at VIU, including orientation, recreational activities, clubs, 

lectures and seminars. Printed questions will be distributed to participants for them to provide 

written responses. Names will not be linked with the written responses, and I will collect the 

written responses for future analysis. Then I will put participants in random pairs for discussion. 

In this process the discussion will not be audio recorded, but I will take general notes as I 

observe the conversations. In the following step, I will select one representative from each pair to 

share ideas and I will facilitate discussion with the whole group. In this process, discussion 

responses will be audio recorded and later transcribed into documents, provided that the 

participants will give their consent to be recorded.  I will also take field notes during the general 

discussion. Participants will have the option of being audio recorded during the focus group, or 

to withdraw their participation during portions of the focus group that are audio recorded.  If you 

decide to take part in the focus group, the expectation is that you will keep the conversation 

confidential, and you will not share the details of the conversation with anyone outside of the 

focus group. 

Benefits and risks to participants 
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Some participants may be concerned that their identity will be disclosed, which may cause 

embarrassment. Please note that I will take participants’ names off from their responses and I 

will assign all participants numbered code as identifiers in order to protect participants’ 

identities. Although the conversation in this group will be shared among the members, to protect 

your privacy, I will ensure that all the information you disclosed in these discussions is reported 

using coded identifiers in my report. No identifying information will be collected, with the 

exception of a signed consent form. With the permission of all the participants, I will quote 

participants’ responses word for word. 

 

Access to the data will be limited to the primary investigators and other participants in the group 

discussion. By signing the consent form, all participants agree to maintain the confidentiality of 

the discussion.  

 

Participants may benefit from this research because participants may know clearly about how to 

get connected to local community and find more ways to take part in campus activities, which is 

a helpful to get rid of isolation. Participants will also get to share their thoughts with other 

students who come from similar international circumstances.  The focus group could give them 

an opportunity to get to know other international students better.  At the same time participants 

can also get a 5$ Starbucks gift card during group discussion, and they can enjoy free snacks and 

drinks during discussion. 

 

Please note that any information shared via email, such as transcripts, may not be protected by 

Canadian privacy legislation if the email servers used are located outside of Canada. 

Management of research information/data 

With the permission of all the participants, I will audio record the group discussion on audio and 

later transcribe the responses into documents. Research data will be stored and secured in a 

password-protected laptop. Paper signed consent forms and paper sheets of responses will be 

stored in a locked drawer in my room. The data will not be destroyed after the completion of the 

research, and I will share the result with the VIU community. 

Use of Research Information 

This research may be shared in the presentation of the Master of Education in Educational 

Leadership (MEDL) conference in spring 2020. It may also be published in the library’s 

VIUSpace as a thesis and shared among colleagues and the VIU community. 

 

Participation and withdrawal 

Your participation is voluntary and you may withdraw from the study within two weeks after 

you receive a transcript of your responses. If you decide to withdraw from the study, I will do my 

best to withdraw your individual contributions. However, because of the group format, it may 

not be possible to withdraw all your individual data.  

 

  

 

Consent and Conditions of Consent 
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I have read and understand the information provided above, and hereby consent to participate in 

this research under the following conditions:  

 

I agree to the group discussion being audio recorded.                                      

 

Yes                                     No               

I agree to being quoted in the products of the research. 

 

Yes                                     No               

Participant’s Name (Please Print) ________________________  

Participant’s Signature ____________________________ Date_____________   

Commitment of Principal Investigator 

I, Liu Xiangzhou, promise to adhere to the procedures described in this consent form.  

Principal investigator Signature __________________________ Date _______________  

 

Concerns about your treatment in the research 

If you have any further questions or want clarification of this research and/or your participation, 

please contact:  

Liu, Xiangzhou 

Vancouver Island University 

 

If you have any concerns about your treatment as a research participant in this study, please 

contact the VIU Research Ethics Board. 

 

A copy of this consent form will be given to you to keep for your records and reference. The 

investigator will keep a copy of the consent form. 
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Appendix B 

Script Template 

Opening: 

“Hello. My name is ALICE. Today we would like to have a conversation about acculturation 

which means to assimilate to a different culture. We are trying to figure out ways for Vancouver 

Island University to support acculturation and get international students connected and involved 

in local communities. Are there any questions? 

Let’s go over some rules. Firstly, please turn off your phones or make them silent in order not to 

be interrupted during our conversation. Secondly, all responses will be kept confidential.  We 

will not connect any names or identity to the responses you give in this discussion. All 

participants from the group discussion should try their best to keep the discussion private. 

Everyone in this room has the right to withdraw from the study two weeks after you receive the 

transcripts of the responses. But due to the nature of the group conversation, it may not be 

possible to completely withdraw individual contributions. 

“Now let’s begin our conversation.” 

Question 1 

Firstly, you can talk about your experience taking activities in VIU, and what improvements will 

VIU communities need to make. What do you need most to adapt to the new community? In 

what aspect can VIU help you get connected to campus life? 

Question 2 

What kind of activities could VIU host to promote student feelings of connectedness and to 

support acculturation during the international students’ orientation program? 

Question 3 
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What kind of activities could VIU host to promote student feelings of connectedness and to 

support acculturation in terms of trips and hikes? 

Question 4 

What kind of VIU activities could encourage membership and participation in interest clubs? 

Question 5 

What kind of activities could VIU host to promote student feelings of connectedness and to 

support acculturation in lectures and seminars? 

Question 6 

What kind of activities could VIU host to promote connection between international and local 

students? 

Closure 

Thank you for your patience to join our focus group today. I appreciate your answers!” 

If you have any further questions, please feel free to contact me. I am happy to answer your 

questions. 
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Appendix C 

Potential Participants Email Script 

Hello, 

Thank you for showing interest in my study. My research is about supporting 

acculturation and fostering connected relationships with local community at Vancouver Island 

University. The purpose of the present study is to find ways for university communities to 

support acculturation and help students get involved in campus life and local community. In 

addition, the current study aims to give suggestions to VIU communities after doing a focus 

group interview among students in VIU about the ways they prefer to integrate into a new 

community. 

The focus group discussion is planned for November 7th. The time is to be determined. 

You will get a 5$ Starbucks gift card for free and enjoy free drinks and snacks during the 

discussion. 

With the permission of all the participants, I will audio record the group discussion and 

directly transcribe your responses word for word. I will protect your confidentiality by taking 

your names off, and I will assign all participants numbers as identifiers. Although the 

conversation in this group will be shared among the members, to protect your privacy, I will 

ensure that all the information you disclosed in these discussions is coded with numbered 

identifiers instead of participants’ names. No identifying information will be collected. Your 

participation is voluntary and you may withdraw from the study within two weeks after you 

receive a transcript of your responses. If you decide to withdraw from the study, I will do my 

best to withdraw your individual contributions. However, because of the group format, it may 

not be possible to withdraw all your individual data. 
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Here are the consent form and questions that will be asked during the group discussion. 

Please read carefully and if you have any further questions, please feel free to ask me. If you are 

still interested, please email me. After all the potential participants email me, I will schedule the 

best time for us to meet. The location is in VIU library group study room. 

Thank you again for your patience and time to read all the information above and 

documents attached. 

Sincerely 

Alice 

 

 

 

Presentation Script in International Building 

Hi everybody, 

I’m Alice and I am in the second year of my Master of Education in Educational 

Leadership Program. The reason I’m here today is that I’m working on supporting acculturation 

and how to get international students connected to local community at VIU, and I need to recruit 

6-8 people for a research group discussion. The reason I chose the topic is that I took part in 

many clubs and activities on campus, but still feel isolated and could not get connected to the 

local VIU community. It is essential to find ways for the VIU community to help international 

students get involved on campus and give emotional support to students. Connection with local 

students can help international students know more about local culture, make new friends and 

adapt to the new environment. During the discussion, participants will talk about their experience 

taking part in activities at VIU, and make suggestions to VIU on orientation, recreational and 

academic activities. Building a friendly and optimal environment is the common goal of both 

students and faculty.  
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With the permission of all the participants, I will record the responses of participants on 

audio and transcribe their words. All your information will be kept confidential. Nobody will 

find out who said what. Access to the information will only be limited to me, my supervisor, and 

other participants in the group discussion. You can withdraw from the study two weeks after you 

receive the transcript of responses; however, due to the group nature of the conversation, it may 

not be possible to withdraw all individual contributions.   

             At the same time, I need to mention that you will get a 5$ Starbucks gift card for free. 

During the discussion, you will enjoy free snacks and drinks. 

             If you or any of your friends who are interested, please feel free to contact me. 

 If you have any further questions, please feel free to contact me.  
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Appendix D 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


