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Abstract
International students face a variety of challenges and triumphs over the course of their
cross-cultural transitions. While a body of literature has investigated these experiences
within the context of large and culturally diverse urban centres, little research has
examined cross-cultural transitions in host sites that lack such diversity and resources.
This paper explores the lived experience of nine international students in a small urban
centre with a relatively homogeneous host culture that has not traditionally been a
receiving site for international newcomers. Purposeful sampling was employed to
assemble a diverse group of international undergraduate and graduate students and two
in-depth individual interviews were conducted with each participant. An empirical
phenomenological methodology (Colaizzi, 1978) was utilized to provide a rich
description of the lived experiences of these participants as they crossed cultures. A total
of 516 significant statements regarding experiences deemed important, hindering, or
facilitative by the participants were extracted from individual interview transcripts.
Participant checks, during which participant feedback on authenticity of findings was
invited, were completed at the individual and group levels. Eight thematic clusters
emerged from this data: (a) Influence of Host Environmental Context, (b) Influence of
Academic Context, (¢) Process of Cross-Cultural Transition, (d) Language Challenges,
(e) Supportive Relationships, (f) Meeting Across Cultures, (g) Intrapersonal Factors, and
(h) Personal Significance. Thirty-one themes were found within these clusters. Major
findings discussed include endorsement of an immersion strategy toward acculturation,

proactive and creative means of connecting with the host community, the importance of
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positive experiences with locals as a facilitative factor, the personal transition
accompanying cross-cultural transition, heavy academic workloads as a barrier to
availing of support services, a dearth of international perspective within the host
curriculum and academic environment, and an indication that international student
participants at the host location may not be true sojourners (temporary residents for study
purposes), but fall into a pre-immigrant category. A consideration of how this research
fits with studies of international student transition in larger centres, implications for
postsecondary institutions and the mental health services that support these academic

sojourners, in addition to future research directions, are provided.
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Come From Away, Far Away: The Lived Experience of International Students in a
Predominantly Homogeneous Host Culture

According to the Canadian Bureau for International Education (CBIE; 2012), in
2011 over 239,000 international students sought an education in Canada, a 75% rise from
one decade before. This marks a rapid increase in the rate of growth for this student
population with the average rate of increase between 2008 and 2011 more than tripling
the pace between 2001 and 2008, at 11.5% and 3.8% per year accordingly (CBIE, 2012).
Should this rate of growth continue, some 350,000 international students are projected to
study in Canada annually by 2015 (CBIE, 2012). Post-secondary institutions host
approximately 72% of these international students with 129,281 academic sojourners
attending Canadian universities in 2011 (CBIE, 2012).

Students from around the world come to pursue a North American education for
many and varied reasons. Traditionally, international students have sought to attain
fluency in English (Kitsantas & Meyers, 2001), which has become the global language
for international commerce. Others have cited cultural fluency, an international
perspective, multicultural competency, and personal development as benefits of the study
abroad experience (Arthur, 2001; Hadis, 2005). Greater open-mindedness, flexibility, and
emotional resilience have also been noted as benefits that can last well beyond the
sojourn period (Duffy, Farmer, Ravert, & Huittinen, 2005).

The benefits of international study also extend to the host community. As local
enrolment declines, international students help North American host institutions maintain

the quality of the post-secondary education they provide (Gien & Law, 2009) and bolster
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the student body (Misra, Crist, & Burant, 2003). The cities, states, and provinces housing
these institutions also stand to benefit in a number of areas. International study allows
them to attract educated professionals who may fill gaps in the labour market (Duffy et
al., 2005). Beyond professional skills these sojourners contribute to the economy, cultural
knowledge, and diversity of the local population and their homeland (Duffy et al., 2005;
Kitsantas, 2004).

International students offer an array of assets to the local academic community as
well including language skills, international networks, cultural knowledge, and
international perspectives that may enrich the academic experience of their domestic
peers (Arthur & Flynn, 2011; Gien & Law, 2009; Yoon & Portman, 2004). With regard
to economic impact, it has been reported that international students residing in Canada in
2010 alone generated more than 81,000 jobs and injected $7.7 billion dollars into the
economy (RKA Inc., 2012 as cited in CBIE, 2012). Closer to home, international students
are anticipated to have contributed $231 million in 2008-2009 in the Atlantic province of
Nova Scotia (Dalhousie University, 2009 as cited in CBIE, 2012). These appealing
benefits have resulted in intense competition between host countries and institutions to
attract international students (CBIE, 2012).

Although the majority of newcomers in general are found in large multicultural
cities, postsecondary institutions located in small urban centres and rural areas are not
exempt from this trend (Abu-Laban & Garber, 2005; CBIE, 2012). At Memorial
University, located in St. John’s, Newfoundland, enrolment of international students

stood at an all-time high of 1694 last year, accounting for more than 9% of the student
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body and more than 23% of all graduate students attending the institution (Fowler, 2012).
This data indicates a 295% increase in international student enrolment between 2003 and
2012 with 2.8 times as many graduate international students and more than triple the
number of undergraduate students (312%) attending the university (Fowler, 2012;
Thorne, 2005). Over half of these academic sojourners originated from Asia (58%), with
Sub-Saharan Africa (12.3%) and the Middle East and North Africa (11.9%) comprising
the second and third place sending regions. Europe (6.7%), Latin America and the
Caribbean (6.0%), North America (4.7%), and Pacific Oceania (0.006%) rounded out the
home regions represented in the international student body (Fowler, 2012).

In the most recent strategic plan available from the host institution (Memorial
University of Newfoundland, 2007), a variety of topics salient to international student
education were highlighted. The plan clearly outlined a goal to increase the humbers of
international graduate and undergraduate students attending Memorial to augment the
student body, contribute to its diversity, and work in concert with the provincial
government to retain these students. The importance of increasing understanding of the
academic needs of international students among university instructors and establishing
the support services required to meet their needs was highlighted. The plan also indicated
that Memorial is looking globally to increase study and work abroad opportunities, to
raise the profile of the institution overseas, and to increase not only the diversity of the
university community but its global awareness and international perspectives within its
curriculum. Moreover, the plan highlights a goal to increase opportunities for

international students to integrate into the campus and local communities.
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The Province of Newfoundland and Labrador has also recognized the potential for
recruitment of international students, and retention of these individuals after graduation,
to advance their goals of doubling the number of immigrants to the province and
increasing retention rates to 70% (Office of Immigration and Multiculturalism, 2007).
The province has rolled out an incentive program for local international students who
continue to work and reside in the province a year beyond receipt of permanent residency
status. These individuals are eligible to receive $1000-$2500 through the initiative
(Human Resources, Labour, and Employment, 2010 as cited in Anderson, 2012). Of
particular interest to the province of Newfoundland and Labrador is the potential for
international students to stay in the province upon completion of their studies,
introducing a pool of well-educated and skilled prospective workers who may help
address the shortage of professionals in a variety of areas (Duffy et al., 2005; Gien &
Law, 2009).

Impact of Cross-Cultural Transition

In addition to the widespread advantages of study abroad, however, there are
numerous difficulties associated with crossing cultures. International students must
navigate the communal challenges also faced by domestic postsecondary students, for
instance living independently and adjusting to university expectations, in addition to
stressors unique to their cultural transition (Arthur, 2004; Mori, 2000). At the same time
these academic sojourners lack resources like established support networks that are often

readily available to their host domestic peers and they must adapt quickly to these new
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demands to meet the responsibilities of their academic role (Kaczmarek, Matlock, Merta,
Ames, & Ross, 1994; Pedersen, 1991).

The rapid and significant growth of the international student population and the
many benefits of the study abroad experience for participants, home cultures, and host
communities indicate that addressing the needs of these sojourners is essential from both
practical and ethical perspectives (Moores, 2008). Facilitating positive international study
experiences is critical to continuing to attract quality students and fostering cross-cultural
ties. Furthermore, international students contribute considerably to the revenue of
postsecondary institutions and the local economy and there is an ethical responsibility to
ensure that their needs are provided for (Ward, Bochner, & Furnham, 2001; Yeh & Yang,
2003). This point may be particularly salient for host institutions and communities that
have not traditionally received large numbers of international students.

One crucial consideration in understanding the needs of this population is the
impact of their cross-cultural transition. The abrupt divergence between life in home and
host cultures can cause culture shock, also known as acculturative stress, which may give
rise to adverse psychological and physical symptoms (Arthur, 2004; Berry, 2006;
Poyrazli, Kavanaugh, Baker, & Al-Timimi, 2004). Serious mental health implications
associated with acculturative stress have also been indicated, including depression and
suicidal ideation (Furukawa, Sarason, & Sarason, 1998; Hovey, 2000; Kiang, Grzywacz,
Marin, Arcury, & Quandt, 2010; Lee, Koeske, & Sales, 2004; Poyrazli et al., 2004;
Wilton & Constantine, 2003). Given this potential vulnerability it stands to reason that

counselling and mental health services located on the campus they attend may be
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particularly important for the international student population; however, research
indicates that these sojourners tend not to make use of such resources (Mori, 2000;
Nilsson, Berkel, Flores, & Lucas, 2004). Moreover, conducting therapy with clients from
a wide array of cultures poses considerable challenges for mental health professionals
(Arthur, 2004; Marsella & Pederson, 2004; Popadiuk & Arthur, 2004) and there is a
paucity of information available to inform clinicians (Zhang & Dixon, 2003). In order to
increase the use of psychological support services among international students who need
these resources, it is essential that we expand our knowledge of how best to serve these
international clients and create relevant postsecondary counselling services that are
accessible to this population.

In considering the impact of this experience, the context in which cross-cultural
transition occurs is also important. While the characteristics of the international student
and their acculturation experience have been found to influence the degree of difficulty
experienced, the characteristics of the receiving society, known as the host population or
host society, is also influential. Kiang and colleagues (2010) noted that while
immigration has been increasing to non-traditional areas, such as small urban centres and
rural locations, there is a dearth of research focusing on this context. The same can be
said for sojourners, or temporary residents, to these locations. However, traditional and
non-traditional immigration areas differ in important ways, with the latter often lacking
the infrastructure and social resources that can facilitate newcomer transition. Moreover,
these authors suggest transition problems in these locations may be worsened as the host

population is less able to manage challenges, due to lack of exposure, and the likelihood
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of social conflict increases. A negative correlation has also been reported between living
in an “ethnically dense community” and incidence of mental illness for newcomers
(Furnham & Bochner, 1986). Kiang and associates have argued that this constitutes a
considerable gap in the current literature.

The context for the current study is a small city with a culturally homogeneous host
population. St. John’s has a very low proportion of visible minority individuals,
numbering a mere 1.9% of the local population (Statistics Canada, 2009). There is a
limited existing infrastructure of supports specific to internationals (Reitmanova &
Gustafson, 2009). Furthermore, newcomers in this area have more limited access to
typically helpful sources of social support as cultural subgroups are not well established
and host nationals have less exposure to international cultures. Local researchers have
noted the scarcity of information about the immigrant experience in the province,
specifically calling for further research on international students (Reitmanova &
Gustafson, 2009).

Key Terms

Experts within the field have highlighted a lack of agreement regarding the
definition of many terms utilized in research on the international student experience
(Pedersen, 1991; Searle & Ward, 1990). Key terms utilized in this study with their
definitions for this document are provided below for the reader’s reference and are
consistent with my previous research in this area (Moores, 2008; Moores & Popadiuk,

2011):
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1. [International Student: In this study the term is used to describe individuals
temporarily residing in a foreign country for the purpose of study. This thesis
focuses on university students with an international student visa. It should be
noted that the literature uses the terms international student and foreign student
interchangeably.

2. Sojourner: A temporary resident who has come to the host culture for a specific
purpose (e.g. not travel) such as study or work.

3. Host National/Host Domestic: A member of the host culture.

4. Co-national: An individual originally from the home culture who may or may not
be an international student.

5. Culture Shock: The process of encountering and adjusting to a new cultural
environment in the absence of familiar norms and expectations. My
conceptualization of culture shock includes the potential for both negative and
positive consequences.

6. Cross-Cultural Transition: The process of transitioning from the experience of
self in the home culture to the experience of self in the host culture, encompassing
change at both the environmental/external and personal/internal levels. Although
frequently used interchangeably with adjustment and acculturation within the
international student literature, reflected in my own literature review, I prefer the
term cross-cultural transition as it emphasizes the process and developmental

nature of the international student experience.



INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS IN HOMOGENEOUS CULTURE 9

Theories of Cross-Cultural Transition

Selection of a theoretical framework has been purposefully avoided in the current

investigation in line with the classic phenomenological perspective adopted. This allowed

for a truly exploratory and descriptive contribution to a foundational understanding of the

lived experience of international study, in a culturally homogeneous and non-traditional

host location, without the preconceived structure of a chosen theory. In order to place this

research in appropriate context, however, a consideration of the major theoretical

influences in the prevailing literature is offered.

The commonly cited term “culture shock™ was first coined by anthropologist Kalvero

Oberg (Pederson, 1995; Searle & Ward, 1990) in his 1960 article entailing his

observations on the expatriate/sojourner experience. Oberg (1960), in his predominantly

anecdotal consideration, suggested that there were six signs associated with the culture

shock response listed by Mumford (1998) as:

/L8

2

6.

“Strain” arising from the demands of psychological adjustment

Feeling loss and deprivation resulting from disconnection from friends, status,
role, and possessions

Rejecting or feeling rejected by the host culture

Confusion about role, role expectations, values, feelings, and self-identity
Surprise, anxiety and disgust in reaction to cultural differences

Feeling unable to cope with new environment

The process of adjustment associated with the phenomenon of culture shock,

however, was first offered by Lysgaard (1955) in his U-curve model of sojourner
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adjustment. Lysgaard theorized that the adjustment process of sojourners in the first year
started with a positive perspective and sense of euphoria as newcomers were enveloped
by the novelty and excitement of the host environment. He posited that this was followed
by a period of confusion and hostility, represented by the dip in the U, as the novelty
wore off and the reality of challenges associated with their cross-cultural transition sank
in. Adjustment was seen to gradually rise again as sojourners found ways to successfully
navigate and cope with the challenges encountered. The pattern of stress then was viewed
as approximating an inverse U, with problems peaking during the most taxing period of
the sojourn (Ying, 2005). The U-curve conceptualization was extended by Gullahorn and
Gullahorn (1963) to create a W-curve that incorporated an additional U-shaped
adjustment when international students re-entered their home cultures.

While support for this theory of adjustment within the research literature has been
weak and inconsistent (Arthur, 2004; Church, 1982; Pederson, 1991; Ward, Okura,
Kennedy, & Kojima, 1998), this conceptualization has persisted in influencing research
and practice in this area for several decades (Popadiuk & Arthur, 2004). The early culture
shock model has been criticized by those in the field of international student transition as
unduly pathologizing culture shock as a detrimental and abnormal response (Arthur,
2004; Moores & Popadiuk, 2011; Popadiuk & Arthur, 2004), highlighted by Oberg’s
(1960) description of culture shock as “an occupational disease of people who have been
suddenly transplanted abroad” (p.71). Moreover, the model is seen as neglecting the
impact of individual experiences (Arthur, 2001; Arthur, 2004). Oberg’s concept of

culture shock was branded by Searle and Ward (1990) as “a major detriment to advances
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in the study of cross-cultural transitions” (p. 449). The contribution of culture shock’s
negative connotation to a potentially erroneous depiction of the experience of crossing
cultures has also been highlighted (Adler, 1975; Arthur, 2004; Moores & Popadiuk,
2011; Pedersen, 1995; Popadiuk & Arthur, 2004).

More recent theories of the process of sojourner adjustment have sought to
address such concerns (Arthur, 2004). Berry (2006) proposed acculturative stress, a term
that avoided the exclusively negative connotations of culture shock by acknowledging
both the positive and negative aspects of stress as well as the subjective nature of the
acculturation process. Berry theorizes acculturative stress as a potential result of the
process of change associated with acculturation, which can manifest in deleterious
physiological, psychological, and social effects. The impact of acculturative stress was
seen to vary widely between individuals and a number of potential predictors such as
language proficiency, openness to experience, socioeconomic status, neuroticism,
adjustment difficulties, as well as social support and social connectedness have been
indicated (Duru & Poyrazli, 2007; Kuo & Roysircar 2004; Poyrazli et al., 2004; Yeh &
Inose, 2003). In their comprehensive model of the acculturation process these researchers
move firmly away from an exclusive focus on the individual crossing cultures (Zhang &
Goodson, 2011), instead defining acculturation as a process of change that occurs in
response to direct contact between two or more cultural groups and has a bidirectional
influence, impacting both the sojourner and the host community on individual and group

levels (Berry, 2005; Berry, 2006; Zhang & Goodson, 2011).
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Berry’s model (2006) proposed a number of acculturation strategies based on the
attitudes of the migrant and host groups. Approach to acculturation was seen as varying
in relation to the value transitioning individuals placed on maintaining a connection to the
home culture versus connection to and participation in the host culture. According to this
theory, consideration of each of these priorities results in four primary acculturation
strategies:

1. Assimilation — the individual seeks daily interaction with members of the host
culture and does not seek to maintain their culture of origin

2. Integration — the person seeks to maintain the culture of origin and interact with
and participate in the host culture

3. Separation — the individual seeks to maintain their culture of origin and avoid
contact with the host culture and its members

4. Marginalization — the newcomer is not seeking to maintain their culture of origin
nor do they desire to interact or participate within the host culture.

Berry (2006) identifies this last acculturation strategy as the most problematic and
notes that it may be indicative of social and psychological difficulty. With regard to the
relation of these strategies to acculturative stress, integration has been associated with the
lowest level of acculturative stress, in addition to greater life-satisfaction, assimilation to
a moderate level, and separation and marginalization to the most pronounced degree of
acculturative stress (see Pan & Wong, 2011 for a review). Berry also specifies, however,
that these categories imply the assumption that the newcomer is able to select between

acculturative strategies requiring a host society that is open to diversity. When these
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strategies become forced by the dominant host culture assimilation becomes known as the
“pressure cooker,” separation as “segregation,” and marginalization as “ethnocide”
(Berry, 2006). Integration within a context where diversity is encouraged by the host
culture is consistent with the concept of “multiculturalism” (Berry, 2006).

Ward and her colleagues have expanded conceptualization of acculturation and
offered two distinct but interconnected types of adjustment associated with crossing
cultures (see Ward et al., 2001 for an overview): (a) psychological adjustment, associated
with emotional challenges confronted and feelings of satisfaction or well-being, and (b)
sociocultural adjustment, which involves a sense of belonging within the host culture and
positive interpersonal experiences and has a strong behavioural component (Searle &
Ward, 1990). These researchers argued that variations in psychological adjustment were
predicted by extraversion, life changes, satisfactory relationships with host nationals, and
social difficulty, while sociocultural adjustment was associated with cultural difference,
expectations of difficulty, and depression (Searle & Ward, 1990; Ward et al., 2001). This
theory may offer an explanation for the inconsistent findings regarding factors impacting
international student transition. Research conducted by Ward and colleagues has
suggested that while challenges in both these areas of adjustment are most pronounced
upon arrival in the host culture they decrease over time, in contrast to the U-curve model
of adjustment (Ward & Kennedy, 1996; Ward et al., 1998). In their review of the
literature on predictors of psychosocial adjustment, Zhang and Goodson (2011) indicated
that the theories of Berry and colleagues and Ward and colleagues were the theoretical

frameworks most utilized in recent research studies.
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Impact of Acculturative Stress

A large proportion of research involving international students crossing cultures has
focused on the problems associated with the transition (Arthur, 2004; Leong & Chou,
1996; Moores & Popadiuk, 2011; Ward et al., 2001). International students confront
sudden immersion in an unfamiliar culture and foreign language with limited social
support and must learn to navigate social and cultural norms, academic demands, and
daily living challenges (Arthur, 2004; Mori, 2000). The stress associated with the process
of cross-cultural transition can result in a deterioration of physical, psychological, and
social functioning (Mori, 2000; Poyrazli et al., 2004). In a review of the literature, Arthur
(2004) noted academic concerns, communication issues, social support, family matters,
discrimination, gender roles, and financial support as key issues during cross-cultural
transition.

International students have also been widely regarded as more vulnerable to
psychological problems than domestic students (Mori, 2000). According to Sandhu and
Asrabadi (1994), the two general causes of psychological issues are: intrapersonal factors
that stem from within the individual such as sense of loss, inferiority, and lack of
security, or interpersonal factors arising from the environment and situation such as
communication barriers, culture shock, loss of social support, and difficulty building new
support networks, as well as academic concerns. Other research has demonstrated that
acculturative stress can contribute to more severe mental health issues including anxiety,
depression, psychosis, and suicidality, (Furukawa et al., 1998; Lee et al., 2004; Leong &

Chou, 1996; Oropeza, Fitzgibbon, & Baron, 1991; Wilton & Constantine, 2003).
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Research has highlighted the potentially serious implications of cross-cultural transition
with regard to mental health for at least some sojourners. Generally, the current literature
suggests that international students are a vulnerable population who experience more
problems than their peers (Arthur, 2004; Mori, 2000; Pedersen, 1991; Sandhu &
Asrabadi, 1994).

Areas that have received much less attention in the literature are the positive aspects
of cross-cultural transition and even acculturative stress. Although most international
students succeed in their studies (CBIE, 2004) they tend to be depicted as a troubled
population (Arthur, 2004; Moores & Popadiuk, 2011; Popadiuk & Arthur, 2004). Recent
studies focusing on this neglected area of study (e.g. Duffy et al., 2005; Kitsantas, 2004;
Moores & Popadiuk, 2011), many from the perspective of the students themselves, have
reported that enhanced cross-cultural skills, an international perspective, personal growth,
emotional resilience, independence, open-mindedness, and having the experience of
being an outsider are among the valuable gains for academic sojourners (CBIE, 2004;
Dufty et al., 2005; Kitsantas, 2004; Moores & Popadiuk, 2011). Moreover, in their
longitudinal exploration of the pre-arrival expectations and post-return evaluations of 248
international students, Martin, Bradford and Rohrlich (1995) found that the study abroad
experience met or exceeded the students’ expectations.

Given this diversity in findings, it is important to note that the experience and extent
of acculturative stress can vary considerably across individuals and several factors have
been found to hinder or facilitate the process of cross-cultural transition. Some influences

that have garnered the attention of researchers are language, social support, and cultural
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distance (e.g. Dao, Lee, & Chang, 2007; Kagan & Cohen, 1990; Lee et al., 2004;
Mallinckrodt & Leong, 1992; Misra et al., 2003; Poyrazli, Arbona, Nora, McPherson, &
Pisecco, 2002; Poyrazli et al., 2004; Redmond & Bunyi, 1993; Yang & Clum, 1995; Ying
& Liese, 1990). These factors may be particularly salient for international students
coming to smaller and less multicultural centres and, therefore, will be considered here in
greater detail.
Factors Influencing Cross-Cultural Transition

Language. There is consensus in the field that ability to communicate effectively
in the host language has considerable impact on the academic, social, and cultural
adjustment of international students (Poyrazli et al., 2004). Mori (2000) has contended
that “the language barrier is probably the most significant, prevalent problem for most
international students” (p. 137), highlighting the fundamental impact of language skills
for these academic sojourners who must live and learn in the host language. English
ability impacts international students’ daily life in- and outside the classroom. A series of
studies have supported the relationship between English skills, both actual and perceived,
and acculturation (e.g., Dao et al., 2007; Kagan & Cohen, 1990; Poyrazli et al, 2002;
Poyrazli et al., 2004; Redmond & Bunyi, 1993; Yang & Clum, 1995; Yeh & Inose, 2003;
Ying & Liese, 1990).

Due to the ubiquitous influence of language, it has been found to impact a number
of aspects of the international student experience. As might be expected, English
proficiency is critical to the academic success of these students. In a study of 149

international graduate students at five American host universities, Poyrazli and



INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS IN HOMOGENEOUS CULTURE 1

Kavanaugh (2006) found that English proficiency was one of the factors that predicted
how well participants did academically, indicated by G.P.A., as well as the degree of
academic strain they experienced. The authors noted that these findings highlighted the
impact that improvement of English ability could have for international students’ overall
academic performances as well as the potential benefit of using G.P.A. as an indicator of
sojourners who may be at risk for adjustment difficulties.

Language also plays an important role in how international students connect with
those around them and create new relationships and social support networks in the host
environment. Lin and Betz (2009) found that Asian students’ perceptions of their social
self-efficacy in English was negatively associated with acculturative stress but strongly
and significantly tied to their proficiency in the host language, how long they had lived in
the host location, and their sense of “unconditional self-regard.”” A difference was also
noted between how participants rated their social self-efficacy when thinking about
interactions with English speakers versus members of their cultural subgroup who share
the same native language, with the latter being significantly higher.

In research conducted with a large and diverse group of international students,
Redmond and Bunyi (1993) examined a factor they call intercultural communication
competence. The communication effectiveness reported by this sample of 644
international students was found to be the strongest predictor of their verbal and non-
verbal communication proficiency, ability to handle misunderstandings, and comprehend
and empathize with the perspectives of host nationals. It was also one of the strongest

predictors of these participants’ ability to manage stress in effective ways. Moreover,
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competence in communicating across cultures, along with social integration with hosts
and adaptation, was found to predict 46% of the variance in these participants’ ability to
manage stress. In addition to strengthening the connection between language and cultural
adjustment this finding also highlights the potential psychological impact of host
language proficiency and intercultural communication.

Indeed, in a later study that also used a sizeable sample of international students
from 77 different countries, Yeh and Inose (2003) also found that English language
fluency, as reported by participants, significantly predicted acculturative stress, with
students who indicated greater comfort communicating in English, frequency of use, and
fluency having lower acculturative stress. Moreover, language in general has been
indicated as a factor in the mental health of academic sojourners. In a survey of 112
Taiwanese international graduate students Dao, Chang, and Lee (2007) found that the
effect of acculturation on depression was mediated by the fluency of participants’
English. Higher levels of depression have also been associated with lower host language
ability in a large and diverse sample of international students (Constantine, Okazaki, &
Utsey, 2004).

It is interesting to note that a number of studies investigating the role of language
on international student adjustment have relied on self-reported fluency or proficiency
rather than more objective measures. This suggests that these studies are capturing the
impact of international students’ confidence in their host language skills in these areas,
which may or may not be an accurate reflection of their abilities. In their mixed methods

investigation of Taiwanese graduate students’ cross-cultural adjustment, Swagler and
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Ellis (2003) found that international students’ perceived host language proficiency and
their level of confidence in speaking English were related to their adjustment although
their actual host language ability was not. This finding highlights the importance of
teasing apart perception and ability when it comes to language proficiency, but also the
significance of how international students view their skills and their confidence in
communicating.

While the aforementioned studies provide useful information on areas of
international student adjustment impacted by English fluency they do not reflect the
impact of language barriers according to international students themselves. In consulting
the qualitative literature on this topic (Moores & Popadiuk, 2011), the important
challenge of expressing one’s thoughts, opinions, personality, and emotions in a foreign
language is highlighted. The potential contrast between confidence in one’s host language
skills and actual proficiency is also underscored with international students noting that a
sense of comfort and ease with those around them aided communication.

It is also notable that much of the research in this area has been conducted with
Asian international students. Given the considerable gap between English and Chinese
dialects such as Mandarin one might question how well these results generalize to
international students whose native languages have more in common with the host
language, such as shared Roman alphabet or similar grammatical patterns.

Social support. Social support has been indicated as one of the few factors that
have consistently and clearly predicted the adjustment of international students (Poyrazli

et al., 2004), indicating the importance of this factor in the experience of cross-cultural
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transition. Research has indicated that social support has indirect and direct effects on
acculturative stress, buffering sojourners from stressors and allowing them a means to
cope with them as well as providing a significant source of well-being (Dao et al., 2007;
Furukawa et al., 1998; Lee et al., 2004; Mallinckrodt & Leong, 1992; Misra et al., 2003;
Poyrazli et al., 2004; Redmond & Bunyi, 1993). Socializing with host nationals, co-
nationals, fellow international students from a variety of cultures, and maintaining
contact with the home culture have also been shown to positively impact an individual’s
adjustment and levels of acculturative stress (Kashima & Loh, 2006; Misra et al., 2003;
Moores & Popadiuk, 2011; Poyrazli et al., 2004), although results have been mixed
regarding which of these sources of support is most helpful during acculturation.

In a recent survey-based study, Wang and Heppner (2012) examined the
acculturative adjustment of 507 Chinese international students in the U.S. over their
initial three terms of study. The authors found evidence that these sojourners fell into four
divergent groups based on their pattern of acculturation. For one group considerable
psychological distress was evident throughout the sojourn, for another distress was high
at entry but decreased between arrival and the first semester, for a third distress peaked
notably during the first and second semesters, and in a final group little distress was
reported across the sojourn. This final “well-adjusted” group was found to have social
support from both co-nationals and host nationals while the group that reported rising
psychological distress throughout the first two terms relied heavily on their co-national
peers initially. By the end of the year, however, these “culture-shocked” sojourners

reported social support networks that balanced connections with host national, co-



INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS IN HOMOGENEOUS CULTURE 5l

national, and other international students, and their distress levels had decreased. These
results are in line with those of Swagler and Ellis’s (2003) mixed methods study of
Taiwanese graduate students in which enhanced acculturative adjustment was predicted
by sojourners’ social networks comprised of co-nationals and host nationals. They partly
challenge, however, other findings indicating that international students who mostly
socialized with other internationals in general experienced greater acculturative stress
(Poyrazli et al., 2004).

In comparison to studies examining co-national versus host national social
connections, the role of interpersonal relationships within the international student
community has received far less attention in the literature (Moores & Popadiuk, 2011).
Based on their research, Schmitt and colleagues (Schmitt, Spears, & Branscombe, 2003)
proposed that as a result of the difficulties encountered in forging relationships with host
nationals, and the consequent rejection some international students may feel, a strong
minority group identity may be forged within the academic sojourner population. This
identity was viewed as an important protective measure to buffer them from the potential
deleterious effects of perceived discrimination on self-esteem that did not generalize to
exclusively co-national groups, suggesting that the diverse international student
population offers a uniquely valuable source of relevant support.

In their questionnaire study of 100 students from a large number of Asian
countries studying in Australia, Kashima and Loh (2006) also found that international
students with a greater number of social connections to host nationals reported better

knowledge of the host culture and psychological adjustment, although not greater
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sociocultural adjustment as anticipated. Moreover, students with more ties to fellow
international student peers reported a sense of connection to their home cultures and
better psychological adjustment. Although the questionnaire methodology chosen for this
investigation restricts access to the meaning and experience of these supports for the
students themselves, qualitative studies have supported and elaborated on this finding. In
a qualitative exploration of the positive aspects of cross-cultural transition, international
students identified their fellow sojourners as critical supports who offered shared interests
and experiences, relevant guidance, and were often more accessible than host nationals
(Moores & Popadiuk, 2011). These social ties provided the added advantage of exposure
to a range of cultures in addition to the host culture.

The importance of social support for students crossing cultures, as well as
international students’ preference for this type of support over professional resources
(Heggins & Jackson, 2003), is clearly borne out by the literature. Creating social support
networks and meaningful relationships in the host culture can, however, be an arduous
process (Ward et al., 2001; Yoon & Portman, 2004). The gap in social support that likely
results in the early stage of cross-cultural transition when these sojourners are attempting
to rebuild social networks suggests a potentially critical role for relevant counselling
services (Yoon & Portman, 2004).

Cultural distance. Cultural distance, which links adjustment difficulties
experienced by newcomers to the degree of similarity/difference between home and host
cultures, spanning areas such as climate, food, religion, family structure and leisure

activities (Babiker, Cox, & Miller, 1980), has also been found to play a role in the
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process of cross-cultural transition (Galchenko & van de Vijver, 2007; Poyrazli et al.,
2004; Redmond, 2000; Yang, Noels, & Saumure, 2006; Suanet & van de Vijver, 2009).
Babiker and his colleagues (1980) first proposed the concept of perceived cultural
difference as an explanation for the variance in acculturative stress experienced by
sojourners from different regions. They developed an index to measure perceived
differences between social and physical aspects of home and host cultures. Since this
time, evidence has indicated that perceived cultural distance is an influential factor that
can help or hinder the cultural adjustment of international students (Galchenko & van de
Vijver, 2007; Suanet & van de Vijver, 2009). Suanet and van de Vijver (2009) note that
cultural distance can be conceptualized at both national and individual levels.

While increasing attention has been given to the diversity of experiences within
the international student population, the other consideration in gauging cultural distance,
the host culture, has not been given due attention. The majority of research in this area
compares the sojourner’s home culture to the North American or Western host culture,
incorrectly implying a standard culture that exists across all English-speaking host
institutions within the region. The small amount of available research comparing the
cross-cultural transitions of a sojourning population in two host locations with varying
degrees of cultural distance has, however, been quite valuable.

In a study entitled, “Where’s the ‘culture’ in cross-cultural transition?” Ward and
Kennedy (1993) compared the experiences of international students from Malaysia
residing in Singapore and Malaysians and Singaporeans studying in New Zealand. They

found that the latter group, dealing with a much larger cultural distance, experienced
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more difficulty with sociocultural adjustment. In more recent work Pan and Wong (2011)
continued in this comparative vein, examining the cross-cultural transitions of two groups
of Chinese migrants in two different cultural settings with varying degrees of cultural
distance. Some 606 Chinese graduate students studying in Australia and Hong Kong
participated in this study, which focused on acculturative stressors and negative affect.
Findings indicated that the students residing in Australia experienced a greater number of
acculturative stressors and increased negative affect in comparison to their peers in Hong
Kong, suggesting increased psychological distress and a more challenging cross-cultural
transition with greater cultural distance. Cultural distance as an “acculturative hassle,”
however, was a significant predictor of negative affect only in the Hong Kong sample.
The authors hypothesize that this may be due to an underestimation regarding the cultural
distance between mainland China and Hong Kong due to an expectation that host and
home cultures would be quite similar.
Mental Health Implications

The stressors confronting international students have raised concerns about mental
health implications. As previously noted, international students have been considered
more vulnerable to mental health concerns than domestic students (Mori, 2000). In an
investigation of cross-cultural adjustment and psychological distress in 190 international
postsecondary students originating from Latin America and Asia, Wilton and Constantine
(2003) found that psychological distress was positively associated with both cultural
adjustment and apprehension about competence across cultures for both these groups.

Additionally, this relationship held even after length of time in the host environment and
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racial/ethnic group were taken into account. Lee, Koeske, and Sales (2004) also found
acculturative stress to be highly predictive of mental health issues. Meanwhile, in their
examination of 242 Japanese international students studying across the world, Furukawa
and colleagues (1998) found that 80% of participants indicated that they had experienced
more than three psychiatric symptoms of emotional distress during the first six months of
their study abroad experience. These figures are higher than results from comparable
studies examining incidence of mental illness in overall student populations (Eisenberg,
Golberstein, & Gollust, 2007). Other research, however, has suggested that the mental
health needs of international students do not outweigh those of their domestic peers,
casting doubt on the assumption of risk (Hyun, Quinn, Madon, & Lustig, 2007). In
general, research indicates psychological concerns including anxiety, depression, and loss
of identity, as well as social issues such as loneliness, withdrawal, and feeling like an
outsider are prevalent among the international student population (Arthur, 2004; Brinson
& Kottler, 1995). These findings highlight the potential vulnerability of individuals
crossing cultures and the necessity of providing psychological resources.

A recent local study holds particular relevance for the proposed investigation. In a
qualitative pilot study examining the mental health needs of visible minority immigrants
in St. John’s, Reitmanova and Gustafson (2009) explored the factors that facilitated or
impeded the well-being of immigrants and their perspectives on available resources. This
study found that social support, income, employment, culture, physical environment,
coping skills, gender, and availability and suitability of local mental health services were

identified as determinants of mental health for visible minority immigrants. Results
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suggested that the process of immigration increased the vulnerability of participants to
mental health concerns. Participants also indicated that they often felt misunderstood,
judged, and excluded from social activities and that their traditional attire, skin colour,
and religious values, dissimilar to those of the host community, resulted in
marginalization. These authors emphasized the paucity of knowledge about various
immigrant communities in the province, specifically calling for further research within
the international student population, as noted earlier.

Given the considerable challenges and the rapid growth of the international student
population, it would seem that on-campus counselling services would be essential to
these students during their cultural transition (Brinson & Kottler, 1995; Mori, 2000; Yoon
& Portman, 2004). Many researchers in the field have contended that the need for
counselling and support among international students is greater than that of domestic
students (e.g. Sandhu & Asrabadi, 1994; Ward et al., 2001). Despite the apparent need for
counselling services among international students, considerable research indicates that
such services are underused by this population. Nilsson, Berkel, Flores, and Lucas
(2004), in a year-long examination of the presenting concerns of all international students
attending a university counselling centre, found that only 2% of international students
sought counselling services at the centre. This can be compared to utilization rates of
approximately 15% for overall student populations (Eisenberg et al., 2007). Moreover,
38% of international students who attended an intake session and were referred to a
therapist did not return for their first counselling session. These results also indicated an

underutilization of services in comparison to domestic students from minority groups,
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although return rates were comparable (Eisenberg et al., 2007). These findings are
supported by a further review of university student utilization of campus counselling
services (Raunic & Xenos, 2008).

There are a variety of hypotheses regarding why international students do not make
use of counselling services. One possible reason is that these students simply prefer to
rely on informal supports such as family and friends during difficult times (Raunic &
Xenos, 2008). Another possibility is that the psychological services available are not
culturally appropriate or relevant for the international student population (Mori, 2000;
Wilton & Constantine, 2003). This underlines the importance of ensuring that suitable
services are available for these students. Yet, Popadiuk and Arthur (2004) have noted that
clinician training programs rarely educate future therapists on the needs of international
students. In order for counselling and support services to be effective and relevant for
international students it is essential that their needs be assessed and reflected. To
determine what helps international students navigate the challenges of cross-cultural
transition we must allow the students themselves to educate us about their experiences.
This approach is even more important in areas that have not traditionally hosted large
numbers of international students, where less is known about the lived experience of
these academic sojourners as they cross cultures.

The Current Study
Purpose of the study. The primary goal of the current study is to contribute to the
understanding of the international student experience in the field of clinical psychology

from the perspective of those who live this experience. This research study will focus on
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the cross-cultural transition of international students studying at a Canadian university
within a small and relatively culturally homogeneous urban centre. This population was
chosen to provide information on the lived experience of university students transitioning
within this uncommon context, and their views on meaningful aspects and what helps and
hinders this transition. As previously noted, information on the process of acculturation
within contexts that lack the cultural knowledge, diversity, and established multicultural
support infrastructure of major centres is needed and this study is intended to contribute
to filling this considerable gap in the literature. A second important aim is to help inform
more relevant postsecondary psychological and support services and increase the
understanding of all members of the university community who support these academic
sojourners.

The research questions that guided this investigation are:

1) What is it like to be an international student in a small city with a

predominantly homogeneous culture?

2) What experiences do these international students deem meaningful during their

cross-cultural transition?

3) What hinders/facilitates these international students’ cross-cultural transition?

Significance of the study. The focus of the current study is purposefully broad
and exploratory in research design to provide a foundation upon which to build a body of
literature on this little-researched area. Since the current research literature has focused
on this experience in larger multicultural centres we cannot currently ascertain whether

information gleaned applies to international students in areas that have less commonly
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received international students and other newcomers. We have no idea what aspects of
these experiences are common across international students studying in Canada and
which are unique. As the trend toward increasingly diverse university bodies continues
and expands to non-traditional study locations it is essential that psychological research
keep pace with this new development.

In line with these goals, the qualitative approach chosen for this investigation is
also important to recognize. It has been noted that the experience of crossing cultures is
subjective and that individual experience is not easily depicted through quantitative
methods (Pedersen, 1995). While quantitative research relying on surveys and
questionnaires has dominated the field, providing valuable data on a variety of topics
related to international student transition, such methodologies necessarily limit the data
gathered to topics questioned by the measures (Moores, 2008). Furthermore, given that
there is currently no basis to assume that such data generalize to the experience of
international students in homogeneous host communities a quantitative approach would
not meet the goals of this study. This study will have both academic value in terms of its
attention to a considerable gap in the literature and applied value in relation to informing

relevant clinical work with this population and development of appropriate resources.
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Chapter 2: Method

The previous chapter provided the reader with an overview of the current body of
psychological literature relevant to the international student experience. As noted, the
paucity of research into the experience of these students in non-traditional international
study locations with very limited cultural diversity presents a gap in the psychological
literature.

This study utilized empirical phenomenology (Colaizzi, 1978; Wertz, 2005), a
qualitative research methodology focused on the lived experience of participants, to
explore the experiences of international students in St. John’s, a small urban centre with a
relatively homogeneous cultural composition that has not traditionally been a common
receiving site for international newcomers. The phenomenon of interest was the cross-
cultural transition of these students. The critical incident technique (CIT; Flanagan,
1954), another method of conducting qualitative research, influenced the research
questions that guided this investigation but did not direct the research method. In this
chapter, the methodology of the current study will be provided. Discussion will include
the influence of phenomenology and the CIT on the design of the research, background
on these approaches, and the role of the qualitative researcher, including consideration of
my personal biases and assumptions. Details of the participant sample, recruitment, study

procedure, as well as data collection and analysis, will also be described.
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Research Methodology

Qualitative Approach

Qualitative research comprises an approach that makes use of real life or natural
settings to explore or “make sense of” phenomena of interest in terms of what meaning
they hold for those who experience them (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). The current study of
the lived experiences of international students in a relatively homogeneous host culture
was undertaken using a qualitative research methodology. This decision was made based
on a number of considerations. First, as exemplified by the literature review, there is a
dearth of information in the current literature regarding the experiences of international
students who choose to study in areas less commonly selected for study abroad,
particularly those with a relatively homogeneous host culture. Given this scarcity of
research, we do not know whether research conducted with international sojourners
studying in large multicultural centres can be generalized to such students. While many
similarities may exist regardless of the host environment, we are not currently justified in
drawing such conclusions (Reitmanova & Gustafson, 2009). Likewise, it would not be
appropriate to conduct research with these students using tools that have been created and
normed only by international students in traditional receiving sites. Research conducted
to fill the considerable gap noted must be exploratory in nature, providing a foundation of
information upon which a body of relevant research can be built. A qualitative research
methodology is well suited to this objective.

A further consideration is that quantitative research in this area typically relies

upon surveys and questionnaires, which necessarily limits the range and depth of



INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS IN HOMOGENEOUS CULTURE 32

information gathered (Moores, 2008). As these instruments would likely be informed by
the existing literature they would restrict the research to preconceived areas of
significance. As a result, unique and illuminating elements of the experience could be
missed. Many quantitative studies in the area have also been critiqued for using measures
designed for general or minority populations rather than international students in
particular (Moores & Popadiuk, 2011; Yoon & Portman, 2004).

A qualitative approach takes on a more open-ended perspective, permitting
participants to voice their subjective experiences without the aforementioned limitations
and allowing for deeper exploration of the meaning or significance attached. International
students can discuss a wide array of experiences, their subjective meaning, and the degree
to which they have impacted their cross-cultural transitions. The qualitative approach has
been endorsed by many in the field as a fitting way to provide these students with a voice
(Popadiuk & Arthur, 2004; Pederson, 1995; Yoon & Portman, 2004). A particular
advantage of using an interview-based qualitative method with the international student
population is that face-to-face communication provides an opportunity to check
comprehension of interview questions and provide clarification if necessary (Moores &
Popadiuk, 2011). Additionally, the qualitative interview can provide a comfortable
interpersonal environment and context that facilitates in-depth data collection. A
qualitative approach was also a good fit for the applied clinical nature of this study,

advancing a goal of increased understanding.
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Phenomenology

The design of the current qualitative investigation is based on a phenomenological
methodology (Colaizzi, 1978; Wertz, 2005). My decision to undertake a
phenomenological investigation was strongly influenced by how the research questions
were initially conceived. The international student population at the study institution
increased significantly over a short period of time (Fowler, 2012). As a graduate student
at this university, I was keenly aware of this rapid and considerable change in the cultural
composition of our university community. Given my pre-existing research interest in the *
cross-cultural transitions of international students and knowledge of the scholarly
literature, as I walked around the campus I frequently found myself asking, “What is it
like to be an international student here?”” Thus, from its conception this research study
was phenomenological in nature.

The following sections provide further background on phenomenology as an
approach to psychological research along with a rationale for its use in the current
investigation, while the balance of the chapter offers descriptions of the participant group,
research procedure, and analysis of the data.

Empirical and hermeneutic phenomenological approaches. Phenomenological
researchers are interested in describing the lived experience of a phenomenon of interest
and endeavour to achieve a greater understanding of the meaning associated with it
(Colaizzi, 1978; Creswell, 2007; Giorgi, 1997; Patton, 2002; van Manen, 1997; Wertz,
2005). In articulating the core of phenomenological research van Manen (1997) stated,

“From a phenomenological point of view, to do research is always to question the way
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we experience the world, to want to know the world in which we live as human beings”
(p.5). In the process, experiences that are part of everyday life and often taken for granted
become the focus and meanings are revealed (Laverty, 2003).

The two general approaches to phenomenological research are empirical
phenomenology, often simply called phenomenology, and hermeneutic phenomenology
(Laverty, 2003). The former is associated with Edmund Husserl (1859-1938), widely
heralded as the pioneer of phenomenological research, while the latter evolved from the
work of Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2008). While both
phenomenological approaches share a foundation in German philosophy, aim to gain a
deeper understanding of lived experience, and reject the notion of Cartesian dualism or a
clear separation of mind and body, there are also considerable differences (Laverty,
2003). Husserl’s empirical phenomenology is primarily a descriptive approach that
emphasizes “how human beings make sense of experience and transform experience into
consciousness” (Patton, 2002, p.104) through an epistemological perspective (Giorgi &
Giorgi, 2008). Alternatively, hermeneutic phenomenology is primarily interpretive and
Heidegger emphasized being and an ontological perspective (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2008).

The current investigation utilizes a phenomenological research method presented
by Colaizzi (1978), which prioritizes description in the Husserlian tradition. The
descriptive focus of this approach complements the exploratory and foundational nature
of the current investigation without trying to explain or interpret the experience. The next

section will provide a more detailed description of the basic characteristics of
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phenomenology as espoused by Husserl, its impact on psychology, and a consideration of
Colaizzi’s method of phenomenological analysis (1978) in particular.

Husserlian empirical phenomenology. Edmund Husserl introduced
phenomenology as a philosophical foundation for research in the context of the positivist
mainstream (Laverty, 2003; Valle, King, & Halling, 1989; Wertz, 2005). Questioning the
prevailing scientific focus on revealing an objective reality, Husser] argued that
subjective experience, and the meaning one makes from it, comprises reality for an
individual and shapes their view of the world (Patton, 2002). In this way, phenomenology
diverges from virtually all other sciences by endeavouring “to gain insightful descriptions
of the way we experience the world pre-reflectively, without taxonomizing, classifying,
or abstracting it” (van Manen, 1997 p.9). Husserl contended that all knowledge comes
through experience (Patton, 2002) and he called for a return to “the things themselves”
(Valle et al., 1989) by way of focus on accurate description of the essences of such
subjective experiences. As Patton (2002) succinctly noted, a phenomenological study “is
one that focuses on descriptions of what people experience and how it is that they
experience what they experience” (p.107). This marked a considerable departure from the
dominant experimental methods of the time.

Husserl maintained that by utilizing methods designed for natural science,
research psychology had failed to live up to its role as a human science (Laverty, 2003).
As a result of the traditionally exclusive focus on experimental psychological research,
and the quest for objectivity that accompanies it, Colaizzi (1978) argued that human

experience was removed from the methodology of this research, claiming: “psychology
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traditionally has insisted that its method dictate what its content should be” (Giorgi, 1970,
p- 51). Husserl called for an expansion to the narrow focus derived from the dominant
methodology and challenged psychology to acknowledge that their human subjects came
with their own context and perspectives that influenced their reality (Laverty, 2003). As
explained by Polkinghorne (1989):
The phenomenological map is not antithetical to the mainstream natural science
map but it marks different features of the terrain. It locates geographical features
of human awareness and reminds us that the research journey needs to attend to
the configurations of experience before moving on to assumptions about
independent natural objects. Because the descriptions of natural objects are

derived from experience, experience itself must be clearly understood before a
firm foundation can be established for the sciences studying the natural world.

(p-41)

Husserl viewed this shift in focus as more in line with psychology as a science
based on human experience (Laverty, 2003). Indeed, Wertz (2005) noted that those
invested in furthering a phenomenological perspective produced a body of work that
“was a protest against dehumanization in psychology and offered original research and
theory that faithfully reflects the distinctive characteristics of human behavior and first-
person experience” covering a broad array of topics within clinical psychology (p.167).
The effect of this movement continues to be observed today with phenomenological
investigations illuminating topics such as human development, psychopathology, and
clinical practice (see Wertz et al., 2011 for a more detailed listing) and furthering a
deeper sense of understanding of a variety of life experiences among clinicians (Wertz et
al., 2011).

According to Giorgi (1997), phenomenological research based on the tenets of

Husser]’s method must comprise three steps: 1) phenomenological reduction, 2)
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description, and 3) search for essences. First, the attitude of phenomenological reduction,
as conceived by Husserl, involves divesting oneself of assumptions and presuppositions.
Researchers are asked to bracket out or set aside the knowledge or biases regarding the
topic of interest gained through personal and professional experiences and to engage in
an open exploration, entering into the experience of those describing their lived
experiences (Giorgi, 1997). The next aspect of phenomenological reduction is that the
researcher must consider the phenomenon as it is presented, simply as it is given (Giorgi,
1997). Second, the researcher must fully describe what it is /ike to live a phenomenon and
mine the meanings associated with it to further a deeper understanding. This step is
particularly important in its contrast to other possible objectives such as explanation,
interpretation, or construction, in which the Husserlian phenomenologist does not engage
(Giorgi, 1997). Finally, once the experiences of individuals and their associated meanings
are understood, the phenomenologist seeks to find the essences of these common
experiences, the threads that run through the individual subjective descriptions, and speak
to underlying essences that are “the core meanings mutually understood through a
phenomenon commonly experienced” (Patton, 2002, p.106).

Among the phenomenological research approaches that have drawn heavily upon
Husser!’s legacy and provided more detailed instructions, the method developed by
Colaizzi (1978) was chosen for the current study. This decision reflects a number of
considerations. Importantly, it has been recommended that novice phenomenological
researchers benefit from the guidance provided by a more structured approach to analysis

(Creswell, 2007; Osborne, 1994), which Colaizzi provides. This method focuses on
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description and understanding of lived experience and exploration of the essences of the
individual and common experiences of participants. Given the dearth of information on
the transition of international students in small culturally homogeneous centres this was a
suitable choice to conduct foundational and exploratory research. Additionally, Colaizzi’s
method of phenomenological analysis has been commonly utilized in research that is
salient to the work of therapists and clinicians encompassing areas such as self-care and
depression (Vidler, 2005), intimate partner violence (Flinck & Paavilainen, 2010;
Magnussen, Amundson, & Smith, 2008), and medical students” understanding of
empathy (Tavakol, Dennick, & Tavakol, 2012).
Critical Incident Technique

The critical incident technique (CIT) was first introduced by John Flanagan
(1954). A qualitative research method that is suited to exploratory research, CIT focuses
on examining meaningful incidents or experiences that hinder or facilitate a particular
outcome. This approach has been utilized to investigate an array of phenomenon of
interest to psychologists such as psychology graduate students’ ethical violations (Fly,
van Bar, Weinman, Kitchener, & Lang, 1997), overcoming depression in HIV+
individuals (Alfonso, 1997), incidents that impact the transition of homeless people off
the streets (Macknee & Mervyn, 2002), and what influences the preparation of breast
cancer patients for surgery (Cerna, 2000). While I chose to utilize phenomenological data
analysis rather than CIT to provide a richer and more in-depth description, CIT’s holistic
perspective did influence the research and interview questions, prompting me to ask

specifically about hindering and facilitative experiences. This was viewed as increasing
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the likelihood of learning more about the positive and negative experiences that are
meaningful within the overall lived experience. Phenomenology and CIT have been
combined in other research within the field of psychology (e.g. Borgen & Amundson,
1984).

Role of the Qualitative Researcher

An important distinction between quantitative and qualitative research is the role
of the researcher. These methodologies do not merely differ with regard to the process of
research and fit for the study in question, but diverge in important ways with regard to
fundamental values. As such, it is important to delineate my role as a qualitative
researcher conducting this study and how it impacts the research process.

The qualitative perspective holds that “there is no value free science” (Denzin &
Lincoln, 2000, p.6). Since I first ventured into the area of qualitative research I have
resonated with Denzin and Lincoln’s representation of the qualitative researcher as
“bricoleur, as a maker of quilts” (p.4) and their assertion that “the interpretive bricoleur
understands that research is an interactive process shaped by his or her personal history,
biography, gender, social class, race, and ethnicity, and by those of the people in the
setting” (p.6). As such, the qualitative researcher takes the time to examine their
perspectives and biases and employs ways to remain aware of their process throughout
the study.

As a former sojourner and traveller, I believe my experiences with a wide array of
cross-cultural transitions have shaped my role as a researcher in this study. Furthermore,

having conducted research in this area in the past [ have also had to locate my position
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within the current body of literature and examine how it influences me with regard to the
current study. Information based on my reflections regarding my experiences will be
further discussed later in this chapter.

Research Method
Participants

Participants were nine international students, five women and four men, enrolled
at the host institution with at least one semester of studies completed. Six participants
described themselves as single and three as married, and none had any children. The
participant sample comprised four graduate students and five undergraduates. Five
participants indicated their ages fell within the range of 18-25, three between 26-30, and
one participant was between 36 and 40 years of age. Three participants in this study were
from Asia (including the Indian subcontinent), one was from Europe, two were from
Africa, two were from the Middle East, and one was from South America. Two of these
students reported English as a first language and three students spoke an additional
language beyond English and their native language.

With regard to time at the host institution, the range reported was from 5 to 41
months, with a reported mean of 20.5 months. For four of the participating international
students this was their first time living abroad. The remaining participants reported living
in a foreign country previously for periods from six weeks to two years for the purposes
of study, work, extended travel, or due to a family relocation. Seven of the nine

participants noted visiting other countries, with four students reporting extensive travel.
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Initial recruitment of 10 participants was guided by the phenomenological
literature which indicates this number as the upper limit for the type of in-depth
qualitative analysis required by phenomenological research (Patton, 2002; Starks &
Trinidad, 2007). Efforts were made to ensure that participants represented a wide array of
international student life experiences and thus a diverse participant sample was sought.
One exchange student was originally included in the sample so that this experience could
be represented, however, a second interview and participant check could not be arranged
with this student and, thus, study criteria were not met. Initial analysis suggested a cross-
cultural experience more akin to a traveller than an international student due to the
defined short-term nature of this individual’s sojourn. For these reasons the incomplete
interview data for this tenth participant was not further analyzed or included here.
Recruitment

Purposeful and criterion sampling was used for this study in line with the
qualitative research methodology chosen. In order for students to speak to the
phenomenon of interest it was necessary that they had lived the experience of a local
international student and had enough time in the host culture upon which to reflect. For
this reason only currently enrolled international students who had completed a minimum
of one semester of studies were accepted to participate. Recruitment of participants was
undertaken with the assistance of the International Student Advising (ISA) office and
faculty members who worked closely with the local international student population,

following ethics approval from the host university. These colleagues helped me connect



INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS IN HOMOGENEOUS CULTURE 42

with individuals who met the participation criteria and might be interested in taking part
in the study.

Given the exploratory and foundational nature of the current investigation, efforts
were made to recruit a diverse participant sample representing a variety of cultures and
experiences including undergraduate and graduate students both single and married. Also,
under the advice that international students who report positive experiences might be
more likely to volunteer than those who struggle, I sought ways to invite the participation
of students who experienced challenges in particular.

Two separate methods of recruitment were planned for the current study. First, a
number of individuals who are involved with the international student population at the
host institution were invited to nominate international students who could speak to the
experience of international student transition. Following ethics approval, nominators
were provided with a letter (Appendix A) outlining the nature of the study and participant
criteria and asked to assist the researcher in connecting with potential participants. This
recruitment method was selected to aid in assembling a diverse group of participants who
would be able to provide a rich description of the lived experience of being an
international student in the host location. Nominators provided the nominees with contact
information for the researcher. Nominators were not informed of the nominees’ decisions
to participate or decline. It should also be noted that participants were not asked to cite a
referral source and only one participant disclosed they had been invited by a nominator.

Secondly, at the same time emails were sent to international students via the [SA

office providing general information about the study and the researcher’s contact details
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(Appendix B). The call for participants was also put on the ISA’s Facebook page. Further
recruitment plans included emails to on-campus clubs specific to cultural groups,
advertisement posters to be placed around campus, and snowball sampling whereby
initial participants would be invited to share information about the study with other
international students who might be interested. Given the overwhelming response from
initial volunteers, however, these recruitment plans were not enacted.

The response from this recruitment quickly resulted in far more interest from the
prospective students than anticipated, with more than 40 students responding within 48
hours of the initial advertisement. The volunteers were very enthusiastic about sharing
their experiences. Given that no plans were in place for screening I consulted with the
host university’s ethics office and applied for permission to ask the following screening
questions in order to inform selection and maximize diversity within the participant
sample:

* Are you an undergraduate or graduate student?

*  What is your home country?

* How long have you been at (the host university)?
Following approval of this amendment, a diverse sample of participants was selected
from those interested in taking part in the study and all those invited for an interview
accepted.

Students who participated in the study interviews were compensated with a gift
card of their choosing in the amount of $20 for each interview. Participants were

informed that participation in the study required committing to two individual interviews,
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a lengthy initial interview of about 1-1.5 hours and a briefer second interview of
approximately 45 minutes. All participants were informed that participation in this study
was voluntary and that if they agreed to participate they could choose to decline any
interview question and could withdraw from the study at any point in time. In accordance
with university regulations regarding restriction of paid compensation and employment
for international students to the campus, all research interviews were completed on
university grounds at the participants’ convenience.

In designing this study, considerable attention was given to ethical issues specific
to conducting research in collaboration with international students. English was not the
first language of most of the participants so it was necessary to pay careful attention to
comprehension and communication and a number of steps were taken to this end. First,
research materials and interview questions were reviewed by a former English as a
Second Language (ESL) teacher with experience teaching TOEFL examination
preparation, the test used to assess language skills of prospective international students at
the host university. Interview questions were sent to the participants in advance of our
meeting to increase their comfort level and familiarity with the content and I asked them
to let me know if they had any questions or required any clarification. My own skills as a
former ESL instructor and clinician were helpful to facilitate communication and identify
and navigate any language issues that arose. This sometimes involved providing further
clarification of interview questions and comprehension checking. For the most part,
however, language was not observed as a barrier during the interviews and all

participants were able to provide rich descriptions of their experiences despite varying
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levels of English proficiency. The open-ended nature of the interview protocol and the
focus on the participants’ experience facilitated a comfortable and conversational
environment.

Procedure

Bracketing. A critical element of phenomenology is the researcher’s ability to
bracket or set aside their preconceived ideas about the phenomenon of interest in order to
remain open to what emerges from the data (Creswell, 2007). Given my own personal
experiences of cross-cultural transition and professional experience with international
student research, the bracketing process was particularly important. Although I have
never been an international student I spent several years working, living, and travelling
overseas in more than 30 countries. As such, I have experienced many cross-cultural
transitions including meaningful experiences of “culture shock,” discrimination, and
personal growth. These experiences were the foundation of my interest in cross-cultural
transition and I wrote a master’s thesis on the topic specifically examining the positive
aspects of the international student experience (Moores, 2008; Moores & Popadiuk,
2011).

I approached bracketing by first journalling about these experiences prior to
beginning data collection. I examined my own experiences and assumptions about cross-
cultural transition and the international student experience and where I placed myself in
the literature. I reviewed things I wrote during my travels, photos, and reflected on
critical incidents that shaped my experience. I also reflected on what I have taken away

from immersion in this field of research. This allowed me to arrive at a series of
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assumptive statements that summarize my thoughts and views coming into this research

and illuminate potential areas of bias. I found this to be an effective way of raising my

awareness. | offer these statements here for transparency:

I do not view culture shock as pathology but support the perspective that it is a
part of a normal developmental process specific to the experience of crossing
cultures.

I think cultural distance can play a role in how difficult the study abroad
experience can be but that challenges also exist when transitioning between two
similar cultures.

Acculturation does not necessarily follow the u-curve or w-curve patterns
suggested in the classic acculturative literature, but can vary considerably across
individuals.

I think there is a layer of complexity added to the acculturative process when the
individual is coming to an area that does not have a large international community
and has a limited history of immigration.

The experience of the international student as a sojourner may be very different
from that of an immigrant or a traveller due to its prolonged but temporary nature.
Cross-cultural transition is a subjective experience that varies between
individuals.

It can be difficult for those at home to understand the struggles that go along with

the international study experience.
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* Social support from host nationals, co-nationals, or other international students
can help international students avoid some challenges and help them navigate
when they do arise.

* Re-entry can be as stressful as initial entry into the host culture.

¢ The experiences of crossing cultures can be a powerful catalyst for personal
growth and development.

* International study is not always a positive experience.

* Individuals who live cross-cultural transition may experience a sense of being
between cultures, which may endure past their time in the host country.

* Fruitful phenomenological research involves letting go of the expectation that an
experience has to be a certain way or involve certain elements to let the
participants inform you and the data speak for itself.

I also chose not to revisit my previous research in this area or to extensively
review qualitative research on the topic prior to conducting the interviews in order to
avoid presumptions. My experience as a clinical psychologist-in-training was also
beneficial in this regard as my clinical skills helped me maintain the same open, curious
and non-judgmental stance [ strive to employ in my clinical work and focus on entering
the participants’ subjective experiences. Given that this is consistent with my theoretical
orientation, I viewed these skills as strengths for this investigation.

Data collection. Collection of participant data involved two individual
interviews. Initial participant interviews were completed in May and June of 2011 and

data analysis began concurrently. Prior to the interview, volunteer participants were sent
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materials outlining the purpose of the study, procedure, the use of audio recording and
subsequent transcription of interviews, as well as confidentiality considerations (see
Appendix C). This information was reviewed at the beginning of the session and consent
was discussed, with the participants signing consent forms (see Appendix D) before
continuing the session. Participants were also sent the interview guide (see Appendix E)
containing guiding questions so that they could read them in advance of our meeting,
gain comfort with the language used, and begin to consider what information they would
like to share.

Additionally, participants were asked to complete a demographic questionnaire
(see Appendix F). This information was utilized in the beginning of the interview to
gather information about the participants’ backgrounds prior to commencing international
study and to learn more about them as individuals. Given that the international student
population at the host university is small, age ranges and region were queried and will be
reported rather than specific age and home country as a further safeguard to
confidentiality. As with the interview, participants were free to decline to provide any
information although all students completed this form. Questionnaires were identified by
participant codes but no names were noted on this document.

Participants were reminded of the voluntary nature of the study participation,
confidentiality and compensation for their time (i.e. a $20 gift card for each interview) as
explained in the study information they were sent in advance of the interview.
Participants were also informed that as international students currently enrolled at the

institution they could access counselling services free of charge at the university
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counselling centre and that this could be a helpful resource if they were experiencing
difficulties or wanted to talk more about their experiences of cross-cultural transition.

Field notes were completed directly following each interview and augmented
when the audiofile of the interview was reviewed. These notes focused on my thoughts
and perceptions of the environment, participants’ characteristics, reactions to the content
and process of the interview, feelings, and experience of the participant. I also noted any
curious questions that arose. These reflective research notes helped with my awareness of
any arising researcher bias and allowed me to be aware of and process my own
experience. | offer an excerpt below for illustration:

Met with [participant code] today for our second interview/participant check. He
agreed with most areas and my comprehension of the data from the interview. He
said there was one area I didn’t really seem to get though and he wanted to
clarify it. This was around experiences of discrimination within his cultural
subgroup at the host location. In my initial analysis 1 saw his comments as
referencing people who wanted to carry over practices and ideas from home
without any change, a kind of rigidity. I interpreted this as saying that the
international student needs to be open-minded and flexible about the host culture
and the different lifestyles and ideas. I wondered if he was saying you can’t expect
to maintain the exact same life in the host culture as at home. Wrong! He saw the
events described as minor examples of a greater issue of discrimination that was
malignant rather than benign and he worried that this could plant seeds for the
kind of hatred and violence based on religion and culture he saw happening in his
home region. This would ruin the quest for a peaceful life that brought him here.

I realize now my bias as a member of my culture plaved a part in this
misunderstanding. I had noted [participants’] concerned tone and the fears he
voiced but my own values with regard to protecting religious freedom made me
hesitant to approach it this way. I am more comfortable with the idea of
protecting the rights of members of minority religions/cultures rather than
concerned that this tolerance may have a negative impact, although of course this
culture and country is not immune to the impact of extremism. This student voiced
a real potential fear for international students who come from an environment
where personal safety may be threatened and discrimination can be associated
with serious consequences.
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The data gathering interview drew upon a semi-structured interview protocol (see
Appendix E) of open-ended questions related to various aspects of the participants’ lived
experience of cross-cultural transition during international study in a relatively
homogeneous host environment and factors that influenced this experience. Examples of
questions used include: “What incidents or experiences related to your cross-cultural
transition stand out for you?,” “What has made your transition experience more
difficult?,” “What has been helpful during your transition experience?,” and “How has
your experience affected you personally, in terms of you own well-being?” A semi-
structured interview design was chosen to allow me to follow the participants’ subjective
experiences and what they deemed important or meaningful rather than following an
agenda based on my own presumptions or information found in the existing literature.
This was particularly important given the lack of information available on international
students in small centres. This design also ensured that international students were
provided the opportunity to speak about a variety of salient topics and facilitated the
participants’ description of their experience. As such, the specific structure of the
phenomenological interview was shaped by the participants and the interview guide was
viewed as a description of the content areas likely to be explored. Prior to commencing
data collection the interview questions were piloted during a mock interview session with
a graduate student who was a newcomer to the city in order to refine the interview
protocol used for the study (provided in Appendix E).

Initial interviews were approximately 1.5 to 2 hours in length. As this was longer

than originally anticipated I typically updated participants regarding the time
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approximately 1 to 1.5 hours into the interview but allowed them to decide the point at
which their story had been told and the session was terminated. The interviews were
audio recorded digitally and I later uploaded them to password-protected files on my
computer and transcribed them.

Following completion of all first interview sessions, transcription of the
interviews, and initial analysis of themes that emerged on an individual level, participants
were emailed (see Appendix G), as agreed, a summary of research findings along with
sample quotations from their own interviews and a second interview was scheduled. This
second semi-structured interview acted as a participant check following initial analysis of
the individual data and provided an opportunity to determine whether I had understood
and presented participants’ data accurately, to clarify information on either end, and to
gather any supplementary information. Initially, in the research design phase, I had
envisioned this interview as more focused on further data collection to ensure data
saturation. In reality, the length of initial interviews and the volume and richness of data
collected at this time led to data saturation in this first interview and no novel information
was gleaned from the second session. The second interview did, however, help bolster the
validity and rigor of the research by allowing me to conduct a participant check on data at
the individual level prior to aggregating the data. I could thus ensure that my
understanding was consistent with the lived experience of the participant. The
participants generally agreed that the information reflected their experience but provided

clarification for any points where this was required.
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In this second interview and participant check, the participant and I reviewed the
initial findings from their interview and I invited her/his input on each emerging theme.
Finally, participants were again asked if there was any further information related to their
experience as an international student in St. John’s they would like to share or any
outstanding questions they had. This session generally took place in-person, however, a
telephone interview was utilized in one case where the participant was no longer in the
country in order to maximize their role in the validation process.

In the second interview phase, one of the participants felt, after reviewing the
quotations, that he/she had spoken too harshly about his/her home culture and reported
feeling guilty about this. The participant asked that specific sections of quotations be
changed or removed. The participant was invited to view the complete transcript and
indicate any other areas they did not wish to have published, although this invitation was
declined. This was in line with my commitment to participants’ owning their personal
information and the ongoing nature of the consent process.

All participants in the study indicated that the interviews were positive
experiences and that they appreciated the opportunity to voice their experiences and help
others understand what it is like to be an international student in St. John’s. Most
participants noted that they thought research on this topic was important and that they
hoped the information would help improve supports for those here to study abroad.

Data Analysis and Assessment
Data was analyzed using Colaizzi’s method of phenomenological analysis (1978),

which is comprised of the following seven stages:



INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS IN HOMOGENEOUS CULTURE 53

1. Acquiring a sense of each transcript

2. Extracting significant statements

3. Formulation of meanings

4. Organizing formulated meanings into clusters of themes

5. Exhaustively describing the investigated phenomenon

6. Describing the fundamental structure of the phenomenon

7. Returning to the participants

In addition to the above, an additional participant check was added after initial
thematic analysis of transcripts at an individual level to increase the rigor of the analysis.
Each stage will be described in detail below.

1. Acquiring a sense of each transcript. The researcher should begin by getting
a sense of each interview, or “protocol” as termed by Colaizzi (1978). I conducted all
participant interviews so that I could draw upon this experience throughout the analysis. I
listened to the audio recording of each interview as soon after the interview as feasible
and within 24 hours. This allowed me to denote important impressions and ideas while
the exchange was fresh in my mind. I also completed the interview transcription, which
allowed me to immerse myself in the data and connect the written words to my
experience of the participant in our interview. Once transcription was completed, I
listened to the recordings while reading the script at least twice more. This greatly
facilitated the analysis as I grew increasingly familiar with the data and was able to
integrate verbal content and observation. Reactions, ideas, and potential concerns were

noted throughout the analysis and salient notes were made in the transcript margins.
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2. Extracting significant statements. In this second phase of analysis, significant
statements were identified and highlighted in the transcript. Colaizzi (1978) describes
these as “phrases or sentences that directly pertain to the investigated phenomenon™ (p.
59). Considering the scope of the experience of being an international student in a
homogeneous host culture I chose to cast a wide net in this regard. Criteria for
significance included pertinence of the statement to the phenomenon under investigation
and the research questions, significance suggested by the content (e.g. the participant
denoted it as “important” or the answer was in response to a question about important
experiences or factors), nonverbal indicators (e.g. tone of voice or body language), and
frequency with which the topic was brought up. Significant statements were cut and
pasted into a separate document. The significant statements were then reviewed again and
any redundant statements were integrated or removed in line with Colaizzi’s guidelines.
The final number of significant statements extracted was 516.

3. Formulation of Meanings. Next, the researcher formulates more general
restatements or meanings from each significant statement. As Colaizzi (1978) explains,
above all at this step is “the phenomenological researcher engaged in something which
cannot be precisely delineated” noting that, “he must leap from what his subjects say to
what they mean” (p. 59). Bracketing, as previously described, was important here. I had
to suspend my own presuppositions to make sure the meaning intended by the participant
was the focus. It was also important not to let pre-existing theory shape this process as
Colaizzi warns against formulations that “would impose conceptual theories upon the

data, and would not allow the data to speak for itself” (p. 59). This involved going back
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to see the original context of the quotation to ensure fidelity. In my decision trail I also
recorded my process of arriving at a formulated meaning taking into account content,
nonverbal data, context, and any relevant information, elaboration, or clarification arising
from the second interview. An example of this process taken directly from the decision
trail is provided in Figure 1 following.

Figure 1. Example of Decision Trail from Quotation Through Analysis to
Formulated Meaning

Participant Quotation

After | think two or three months we always said oh, we should have applied to
another university in a bigger city. For example, two weeks ago we have been to
Montreal.... And | think it was good, better than here...because a lot of
internationals.... | don't know, everything | think better than here.

Analysis process for determining meaning (taken
verbatim from researcher decision trail notes):

“Should have”, “better than here’x2, sense of regret after initial phase, large centre is
multicultural, many advantages, more co-nationals and internationals, sense it would
have been a better fit confirmed in second interview.

Meaning Formulated:

Regrets not choosing a larger, more multicultural city, which would have been
a “better” fit.
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4. Organizing formulated meanings into clusters of themes. The formulated
meanings that resulted were then arranged into clusters of themes. The challenges of the
previous step are magnified here as we move onto themes common among participants
(Colaizzi, 1978). It was important to continually refer back to the original protocols to
ensure nothing in the emerging themes was unsupported by protocols and nothing in the
protocols was omitted from the themes (Colaizzi, 1978). Analysis resulted in eight
thematic clusters that contained 31 themes. The analytical process was again recorded in
the decision trail. Colaizzi (1978) cautions the researcher that a certain tolerance of
ambiguity is necessary at this stage and to avoid “ignoring” themes that seem
incongruous. Figure 2 provides a graphic representation of the hierarchical relationship

between a thematic cluster, and examples of the themes and meaning units within it.

Figure 2. Example of Thematic Cluster, Themes, and Meaning Units
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5. Exhaustively describing the investigated phenomenon. The fifth step of
Colaizzi’s method of analysis requires the researcher to integrate data and themes into an
exhaustive description of the phenomenon as described by the participants. There should
be a focus on the essence of the phenomenon of interest based on the lived experiences of
the participants resulting in a detailed description of the emerging data. This stage will be
fulfilled by the results section of this document, which will provide an exhaustive

description of all thematic clusters and the themes within them, integrating a number of

participant quotations to exemplify the supporting data.

6. Describing the fundamental structure of the phenomenon. The researcher
then reduces the exhaustive description to the essential structure of the experience of
interest. In this section the resulting themes and thematic clusters are integrated into a |
cohesive and comprehensive description. The end result should be a concise summary of ‘
what makes the phenomenon what it is, the indispensible aspects of the lived experience.
According to Colaizzi (1978), information used here must have been endorsed by more

than one participant, although in this study the majority of participants were represented.

7. Returning to the participants. The final step of Colaizzi’s (1978) analysis
typically involves bringing the essential structural description of the experience back to
the participants and requesting their feedback. Participants in this study were provided
with this description and a summary of the findings including all thematic clusters and
themes. This was an important step to ensure comprehension of findings given the
academic tone of the essential structural description and potential for language barriers. |

Participants were asked “How does this description compare with your experience?” and
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“Are there any important parts of your experience I have left out?” The majority of
participants responded to this invitation for feedback and all respondents indicated
satisfaction with the findings. Had any conflicts arisen, they would have been addressed

and new information integrated into the description.

Validation Procedure

Validation of quantitative research tends to target evaluation of validity (internal
and external), reliability, and objectivity, as noted by Lincoln and Guba (1985). Given the
stark contrast in the core objectives and values of quantitative and qualitative research, as
reviewed earlier in this document, it stands to reason that when applied to qualitative
analyses these criteria lose their evaluative significance and do not provide appropriate
standards for evaluation (Creswell 2007; Giorgi, 1997).

Based on these important considerations, standards created to enhance the rigour
and trustworthiness of qualitative research specifically have been adopted for this study,
particularly the established guidelines for qualitative rigour espoused by Creswell (2007)
and Lincoln and Guba (1985) and those gleaned from the phenomenological literature
specifically, as referenced throughout my description of the data analysis steps (Colaizzi,
1978). As a review, specific validation strategies employed included:

Bracketing. As previously described, bracketing allowed me to articulate my
biases and presuppositions regarding the phenomenon of interest.

Diverse sample. The purposeful recruitment of international students from a
variety of cultural and linguistic backgrounds, ages, academic and marital statuses helped

add credibility to the findings. This choice was made to enhance the likelihood that
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findings would describe the essence of international students as a diverse group rather
than specific cultural subgroups.

Extensive engagement with participants. The choice to incorporate two
individual interviews and a final participant check over the course of a number of months
provided an extended period of contact with the participants in this study. Additionally,
the lengthy nature of the initial interview helped develop a collaborative relationship.

Triangulation of data. In this study, triangulation of data sources was achieved
by utilizing two interviews, researcher observations recorded in field notes, and the two
participant checks described, as this ensured data collection and analysis did not rely on a
single contact with participants.

Detailed descriptions. Verbatim transcription of interviews and utilization of
direct participant quotes helped convey the voices of the participants, offer transparency
with regard to relevant data, and allow readers to make their own decisions regarding
transferability of findings based on a rich, thick description indicated as critical for
meaningful qualitative research (Creswell, 2007; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Consistency. Apparent in the systematic approach to data analysis, which
faithfully followed the steps outlined by Colaizzi (1978) to ensure an orderly and careful
consideration of each stage.

Recording of the research process. Documentation of the process provided an
additional step toward trustworthiness. Throughout the data gathering and analysis phases
I kept a reflexive journal where I recorded results of my bracketing exercise, thoughts

and observations before and after interview sessions, and any thoughts or concerns that



INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS IN HOMOGENEOUS CULTURE 60

arose. This reflection and articulation of process was continued with the use of a decision
trail that detailed the decisions made at key phases of the analysis providing a clear trail
of the research process.

Review of research/debriefing. Although intersubjective validation is not
typically part of Colaizzi’s method of phenomenological analysis (1978), favouring
verification by participants instead, a collaborative review was added to the current
review to further enhance the rigour. My research supervisor, who has expertise in
qualitative research, reviewed 30% of the protocols all the way through the analysis. This
allowed him to play the “devil’s advocate” role of the debriefer espoused by Creswell
(2007).

Member /participant checks. Recognized by Lincoln and Guba (1985) as “the
most critical technique for establishing credibility” (p. 314) requesting feedback from
participants regarding the credibility and completeness of results is viewed as an essential
step in phenomenological research (Colaizzi, 1978). The current study utilized two
participant checks, after individual and aggregate analysis, to maximize this strategy for
validation.

Viewed together these numerous steps provide a comprehensive approach to

validating the results of this study.
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Chapter 3: Results

This study explored the lived experience of international students studying in a
small city with relatively limited cultural diversity. Goals of this research included
contributing to the understanding of the international student experience in the field of
clinical psychology from the perspective of the students themselves, information on the
process of acculturation within culturally homogeneous and non-traditional receiving
sites that lack considerable multiculturalism. The purpose of the current chapter is to
present the qualitative findings of the study. It includes an account of the thematic
clusters and themes that emerged from participant interviews along with a description of
each thematic cluster and direct participant quotations that reflect their significance and
meaning for the participants and enliven the description offered. The final section of this
chapter provides a summary of the essential structure of the phenomenological
experience of these nine participants.

Prior to commencing the interview sessions, all participants completed a
demographic information form (relevant information reported in the previous chapter).
With consideration of the small size of the host institution’s international student
community, and the resulting implications for maintaining the privacy of participating
students, age ranges and region of nationality were recorded rather than more specific
information. Additionally, the use of pseudonyms and individual participant descriptions
frequently utilized in qualitative results chapters will not be presented here for the same
reason. Providing participant profiles or linking numerous statements to particular

pseudonyms could make it easier to identify the students who participated in this study
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and, thus, compromise their privacy. Therefore, only brief participant descriptors will
accompany the quotations provided.
Description of Thematic Clusters

The nine international students who participated in this study provided a total of
516 significant statements related to their lived experience of studying abroad in a small,
predominantly homogeneous host culture. Eight thematic clusters were identified
through extensive analysis of the meaning of these statements and all nine participants
were represented within the emergent thematic clusters. These thematic clusters offer a
view into the phenomenological experience of these participants and are provided in
Table 1 following.

Themes also emerged within these thematic clusters and are provided in the
following descriptions. Where, upon close analysis, statements fit into more than one
theme they were sorted as such. The number of participant lived experiences represented
within each theme were between 4/9 and 9/9, although 90% of themes represented six or
more of the participants. It should be noted that all thematic clusters, regardless of
number of statements or participants included, are considered meaningful with regard to
the participants’ lived experiences. In the interest of information and ease of organization,
however, thematic clusters, numbers of significant statements, and participation rates are
presented in Table 1 following. Table 2 provides a list of corresponding themes and the

number of participants represented within each theme.
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Table 1

Thematic Clusters, Numbers of Significant Statements, and Participant Representation
Rates

Thematic clusters Significant Participants
statements
1. Influence of host environmental context 82 100%
2. Influence of academic context 53 100%
3. Process of cross-cultural transition 80 100%
4. Language challenges 48 100%
5. Supportive relationships 127 100%
6. Meeting across cultures 74 100%
7. Intrapersonal factors 48 100%

8. Personal significance 56 100%
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Table 2

Thematic Clusters, Themes within Clusters, and Participant Representation Rates

Thematic clusters Themes Participants
Influence of host Characteristics of the host environment  100%
environmental context Daily living challenges 100%
Influence of academic Institutional support 100%
context Student-professor relationship 78%
Academic adjustment 100%
Process of cross- Pre-arrival expectations 67%
cultural transition Early phase of cross-cultural transition ~ 78%
Immersion 67%
Separation/Segregation 67%
Navigating evolving cultural identity 67%
Choosing a life 78%
Language challenges Language ability and improvement 78%
Local dialect 67%
Implications of language issues 67%
Supportive Relationships Host national/local support 89%
Cultural subgroup support 78%
Support from home 78%
Spouse/partner support 44%
Roommate support 67%
Meeting Across Cultures Cultural differences 78%
Integration challenges 89%
Sharing culture 67%
Positive experiences with locals 89%
Stereotypes, biases, and racism 67%
Intrapersonal Factors Personal characteristics/strengths 78%
Being proactive 78%
Dealing with living alone 89%
Personal Significance Living the life 89%
Cultural fit/Sense of belonging 67%
Ambassador role 56%
Personal development 100%
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Thematic Cluster 1: Influence of Host Environmental Context (82 statements)

Excerpts under this thematic cluster described the impact of the context of the
host environment on the participants’ lived experience of studying abroad. Significant
statements fell into the themes of: (a) characteristics of the host environment, or (b) daily
living challenges. All nine of the participants shared information within each of these
categories, whether helpful or hindering in nature.

Characteristics of host environment. Several characteristics of the host
environment featured prominently in participants’ description of factors influencing their
cross-cultural transition including the small size and friendly nature of the host city as
well as the lack of multiculturalism. While some participants acknowledged that the size
of the host city was a “disappointment™ and noted the adjustment involved for those from
larger centres, for the most part participants spoke of the advantages of studying in a
small urban centre.

One potential advantage, for first-time international students in particular, was
that St. John’s seemed to be a more manageable and less overwhelming destination
compared to large metropolises. As one participant stated:

That's why I say it's a huge risk, but a risk that was definitely worth taking,

coming to St. John's . . . especially because it's my first time living alone abroad.

So I'd say that as an international student here, and for the first time, that was a

great step for me. It's not like those big places where you meet lots of crazy

people.
For others, the “quiet” and “peace” offered by a small community and the slower pace of

life was a welcome break from crowded home cities. One participant remarked, “I think

it's good, because I'm from a country with the most population in the world. And I don't
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like a lot of people around me, it makes me very nervous. Less people is good for me,”
while other students noted, “This is a small place that's true, but it is quiet and peaceful
and it's simple. Life is not that complicated” and:
I went to Toronto two years ago, I didn't really like it there . . . I always wanted to
come back to St. John's. . . . Because where I come from, the city is quite busy.
It's like China, for example, you see everybody on the road and like everybody
trying to get to work is quite busy. So, I don't know, I just like it here.
For some international students living in a small city furthered some of their goals for
international study, resulting in satisfying accomplishments:
I'd say that if | went to another city, a bigger city, it would be different. I wouldn't
be at the stage that I'm at right now. . . . I wouldn't be able to achieve anything
from what I have achieved here. And I've achieved really big goals I wouldn't
think of, think of at all.
I chose Newfoundland instead of Toronto or Montréal or Vancouver because this

is a smaller community. The primary reason is that I don't want to go to a place
where there's a lot of people from my country, because that makes no difference,

right?

Students were, however, keenly aware that the advantages of a small urban centre
meant a trade-off in other areas. Participants noted that they needed to find new activities
and ways to cope with the slower pace of life. As one student shared, “So, I got a house
downtown. Pretty much when I got here I knew that was the only place I could stay that
wasn't too quiet. So when I get bored I can just walk down the [main] street.”

Another characteristic of the host environment identified as important for
participants was the friendliness of the local community, consistent with the reputation of
the host location. Eight of the participants commented on this characteristic bringing it up
numerous times throughout the interview. These international students indicated that this

friendly demeanor was a positive factor and stated, “I cannot imagine people can be
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nicer. Like people are really going out of their way to help you. This is so nice!,” and “I
think that this place is a very, very good place to adjust because people are very. . . . I
found that local people are very good and friendly and also helpful . . . that part was
positive for me.”

The friendly atmosphere also appeared to help these academic sojourners feel
more accepted and at home in the host environment with participants commenting;:
“People are friendly here . . . they don’t make you feel as a stranger. They’re really
friendly, really nice.” and “I'd just say people here help a lot. They're not exposed to lots
of internationals but they're understanding, so . . . they don't make you feel as ‘the
other’."

One participant commented that this friendliness was not limited to members of
the local community only but rather all host nationals, saying, “The people in St. John's
like to think they're the only friendly people in Canada, but that's not true!” Overall,
however, participants indicated this was a distinct characteristic of the host community,
particularly in comparison to other potential study destinations:

I would say the people of Newfoundland and St. John's in particular, are very

welcoming. When you're in the cab, when you're going on the bus and

everywhere. Like they want to know about you, they want to know about your
culture and all that. It's not always like that everywhere.

On the other hand, several students shared that this friendliness was often “arm's-length”
in nature. While locals were welcoming and pleasant in casual encounters, getting to
know them personally or forging relationships across cultures was far more difficult to
achieve, as exemplified in the participant comments: “First, for example for: “Hi, how are

you?” they’re good and very nice, but more than this I think they don't like” and:
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Well I did say that people here are friendly but at the same time. . . . Like they'd
meet me, they would talk to me a little bit, and then they'd alienate me. . . . I've
got nothing to talk to you about. . . . Like they would be nice to me but I'm not
really welcome around them.

This finding is presented in greater detail in the integration challenges theme within

thematic cluster 6.

A further characteristic of the host environment highlighted by participants was
the lack of multiculturalism in the host community and the impact this had on the
international students’ experiences. A key aspect of this for the participants was the
paucity of international knowledge they perceived among host nationals, with one student
stating, “I think most people know hardly anything [about other countries]” and another
relaying:

I was once asked to talk about [my country] in the community, which was like
really exciting for me and I was really disappointed that no one even knew where
[it] is . . . not lots of people know where I’m from. So, it’s like a disk, I have to
repeat every time that I’m from here, it borders this and this, and no, it’s not a
desert.

This perceived dearth of international knowledge was also discussed within the
context of the academic experience. Students were disappointed that coursework tended
to focus on Canadian or North America examples with little integration of international
perspectives:

Sometimes you do use a lot of Canadian examples. Like “In Canada . . .,” it gets

us really pissed. Like can’t you talk about China? Can’t you talk about like other

places? And you have to know a lot about Canada, for example, to be able to do
well here. You have to understand the culture, the way they do things and all that.
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This participant went on to say that she saw this North American ethnocentric focus as
contributing to cultural generalizations within academia as well, with inadequate
recognition of cultural differences:
Like I think the profs are trying but there was a time in the class . . . [the
instructor] was like, “In Africa . . .,” like the example that was given, I've never
seen that in my country. So they generalize everything . . . Africa is a continent!
You say like, sometimes they'd be like do you know Kim, for example, she's from
Zimbabwe? That is another country! That's like me saying do you know Kay;

she's from Mexico? Like how would you know Kay? It's kind of a hilarious but
they should try to learn about other people's cultures as well.

Additionally, participants pointed out the implications of this perceived lack of
multiculturalism for their international study experience, with one participant drawing
attention to the impact on potential for making connections, “St. John's people are not
very international here. . . . How many St. John's people do you know that have
relationships with internationals? I think it's very low.” Some overlap was found between
this theme and those of stereotypes, biases, and racism and integration challenges. Lack
of multiculturalism was seen as fostering stereotypes and decreasing opportunities for
cultural sharing that could serve to increase multiculturalism. In this way, the scarcity of
international exposure within the host community created difficulty for some participants.

Finally, in describing the impact of the characteristics of the host environment
participants recognized that they combined to create some unique elements. This
encompassed both positive and negative aspects such as a less stressful environment than
the home culture, a strong sense of isolation, and a “very private and very reserved and

preserved environment.” As one student said:
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St. John's is very, very different. I think I can judge that very well because I'm
very well travelled. And it is definitely very interesting compared to all the other
major cities in Canada, like provincial capitals for example.

The isolation of the host location was viewed as both an advantage and
disadvantage for participants who stated, “[It’s a] little bit isolated, but that's kind of a
good thing for me too. Because the reason I want to be here is [ want it to be peaceful”
and “It is a small place and it is really, really isolated, it really is. And this sometimes
really is an issue,” with the latter participant going on to say, “When you're living [on
campus] and not in town you're not spending that much time in town really. You're . . .
living in a bubble.” Another participant found the simpler life of the host culture was a
source of satisfaction and peace noting, “The biggest feeling is that [’'m more peaceful
here. . . . So I'm living a more simple life and I'm dealing with mostly friendly people. 1
don't have a lot of complexity here in my life.”

Daily living challenges. Challenges associated with daily living in the host
location were overwhelmingly indicated by participants in this study and comprise the
second theme related to the influence of the host environmental context. All participants
cited challenges related to health care, food, weather, housing, and finances.

It is notable that, although not asked specifically about this topic, a number of
participants brought up the issue of adequate health care. Students acknowledged the
benefits but expressed concerns about access to doctors, saying “I find here, free
healthcare is great, but what's the use of it when you don't have good doctors or you don't

have doctors at all?,” “Doctors here are an important problem,” and “Fortunately I didn't
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need a specialist, but what happens when someone needs a specialist, for example? It’s a
worry, always a worry.”

The unavailability of international food was also indicated as a hardship for a
number of participants in this study, with students describing it as “important” and the
first obstacle encountered upon arrival. As one student aptly stated:

Yeah, food is such a big issue... Like to some people it’s just food, you’ve got

everything here, why do you need your food? But it means a lot to me. So not

having access to my food here is a big, was a huge disappointment.
Another participant concurred, indicating that food from the home culture was the main
thing she missed:

I didn't have a lot of homesickness, although after one year I began to miss the

food from my culture. I'm not a very good cook and I cannot cook but my mom

does, so I really miss that. And I cannot find the same food here... but other than
that I don't have a very strong feeling of nostalgia.

For several participants, however, growing accustomed to the food of the host
culture was a process of adjustment accompanying other cross-cultural transitions. One
participant ceased being a vegetarian because it was “so expensive,” while another noted
that food is a greater hardship for those who ascribe to religious dietary specifications.
Several participants stressed the necessity of being flexible around food in the host
location, saying “I can eat anything” and:

I like local food. I don't think mashed potatoes and gravy is a good food but I

noticed everybody likes it here. So I've been loving that lately. Actually, some of

the things are quite as good, about the same taste and all that. They are just fine.

No, I don’t really miss the food. I'm just not very particular when it comes to

food. When I got here I felt like I really do not care much for my local food. I eat

it once in a while but I find that it takes too much time and too much resources to
do.
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Although international food was acknowledged as somewhat scarce and
expensive, some participants described considerable effort to find food from the home
culture and great pleasure when successful. As one interviewee relayed, “[A friend] told
me about this international market. . . . So I got products [from my country] . . . I've been
making corn cakes, I started making it and also chocolate. And that was enough, you
know? The chocolate and corn cake.” Another noted, “You can get it from Toronto or
Ottawa or Montréal, like a big city. So if you have any friends go for a conference there
you can request that they bring something for you.”

Given that the host location is known for its harsh climate and long winters, it is
not surprising that the weather was indicated as a living challenge for international
students in this study. For many students the local weather was a sharp contrast to their
home climate and the challenge was particularly daunting, with one participant stating, “I
remember times when I would just wake up and . . . I would just go back to sleep, I'm not
going to school today. It is too cold and I have to walk in it” and another agreeing with,
“[My roommate and I] don't know snow, so we're just inside looking and praying that
someone will come and help us.” Others who originated from colder climates were
somewhat blasé about its challenges, stating, “A lot of people complain about the weather
here; I really like the weather. . . . It's really not that bad compared to my hometown” and
“They're complaining about the weather, but it's not unusual for me. I like winter; snow is

the best. . . . The weather is, I don't think it's a problem.”
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It was also interesting to note that some overlap emerged between this area of
challenge and positive attitude, a further theme that emerged from the analysis. One
participant from a south-of-the-equator nation noted regarding a co-national:

She told me “Enjoy winter!” And she's been the only person that's told me,
because even Canadians, Canadians complain about the weather, you know? . . .
So it's something like when she told me to enjoy the winter it was like wow, cool,
you can! There’s the skidoo, and skiing, we went to [a ski resort], and I know
people who skate on some ponds around. So yes, there are things.

For another participant from a hot climate the reality of the Newfoundland winter
could not measure up to the continual warnings and came to be viewed as a challenge to
be overcome:

The cold is not too bad . . . I think what prepared me was like everyone was like
you're going to die! Canada is so cold! I'm like, okay, let's see. And then the cold
came and I was kind of disappointed. Like is this what you're saying is cold?. ..
Is this all you’ve got? Like there are only about six or seven snowstorms and I'm
like, is this everything? . . . But it wasn't too bad actually. I found it pretty mild.

This same participant went on to highlight a greater appreciation for fine weather days in

the host city:

I do believe that you cherish when the sun comes out. But because in [my
country] the sun comes out every day so I could care less if the sun comes out.
But now, like when the day is so warm you just want to run in it and don't go to, |
almost feel like I should not go to work when the days are nice. . . . St. John's
weather is shitty usually, really shitty.

The impact of weather on freedom to get around the city was also observed, with one
participant saying, “Somecthing that I find boring is because I can't walk I have to take a
bus or have to ask [my partner] to give me a ride. So that's the thing, it's very dependent

on weather, highly dependent.”
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This introduces a greater topic of restricted freedom due to limited options for
public transit found within the data. Several students expressed frustration with the poor
public bus system available in the host city and how it impacted their ability to achieve
greater exposure to the host community and the culture. Students expressed a particular
interest in exploring areas outside the city centre but found their independence limited.
One participant concisely summed up the issue saying, “I really do wish that I had a car,
then I could do more. I feel like I don't do as many activities as [ would like,” while
another added, “It's really hard to get a ride or share from the community.” This issue
was compounded by the exorbitant car insurance costs for arriving internationals, as one
participant conveyed:

I called the insurance company and I was like okay, [ want to buy a car for $1500

and they’re like oh, your insurance will be $3700. I'm like, did you hear me

wrong? I said the car is worth $1500! And they said it's not about the worth of

your car, it's about you being a new driver here. I don't get any credit for driving
in [my country] for a long while. It’s just crazy!

Financial stress was also a common topic discussed. One graduate student noted,
“The price of everything goes up rapidly here. Say in terms of house rent, in terms of
groceries, in terms of oil costs, everything. It's a lot of money.” The hefty tuition fees
shouldered by many international students contributed to this stress, an issue particularly
bothersome for a European student whose home country offered free tuition:

You pay a lot for your courses . . . it's two or three times as much as a Canadian

guy pays. And this is like, you feel it's very unfair because you're sitting right next

to your neighbour and you know he's from Ontario or whatever and you're like
okay, we're here enjoying the same education. Why do I have to pay more?
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Although it might be assumed that international students receive financial support
from their families, a number of participants in this study were largely or wholly paying
their own way and feeling considerable pressure around money:

Not like I can call my mother and say I need $1000 or maybe $2000 for my
tuition, could you transfer to me? I can't do that. All things I need to figure out
myself. I need to figure out what I should do this summer. First of all, I need to
make sure I can survive, I can have money to buy groceries, pay my rent, pay my
transportation. . . . It's a lot to take and I'm very, very tired every single time.

Moreover, one student shared that in addition to supporting her own studies she was
bound to provide financial support to other family members, in line with the cultural
expectations of her home region:

So all I have here is I'm living on my savings in the past and work here. So 1
guess that's a little bit unique. Because a lot of students . . . they have family
support and I have no family support here. Instead, I have to support my family at
home with what [ have here.

This student was particularly discouraged by the lack of recognition of financial need by
the host institution and employment limitations:

Sometimes I feel a bit frustrated. For example, I really need financial support and
I would like to have two graduate assistantships. But they gave it to another girl,
who doesn't have any work experience before, rather than giving it to me who,
personally I really needed it because I was supporting my [family]. . .. So I was
really a little bit frustrated when I see that they decided to give this girl, who has
no other needs or other work experience.

Finally, visa issues, limited shopping options, and housing were further daily
challenges noted by participants. One student shared his confusion around the limited
rental market in the host city, “It was crazy because it got to a point where you started to

spoken for. But you just posted it today!”
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Thematic Cluster 2: Influence of Academic Context (53 significant statements)

The second thematic cluster that emerged from the qualitative data analysis
focuses on transitions related to international students’ academic experiences in
particular. Themes noted within this thematic cluster were: (a) institutional support, (b)
the student-professor relationship, and (c) academic adjustment.

Institutional support. The first theme, institutional support, was comprised of
participant perceptions of the supports provided by the host institution and noted by all
nine participants. The vast majority of statements here described the assistance offered by
the university’s International Student Advising office (ISA), which runs an array of
programs and services for international students attending the institution. Overall, the
ISA was held in high regard by the participants who said “The ISA, international student
advising office, they are also trying to work hard for the students to support or to help
newcomers. They may have some limitations, but they try their best” and:

I'd say that the international student office . . . they did a really good job. They

were kind of the people where I went or where I would send an e-mail to when I

had questions, if I had questions. So they were definitely really good in what they

were doing and . . . I personally think they do help a lot of international students.

.. .They have also like a coffee club where you can go like if you want to, you

know, connect to other international students.

Career support, specifically, was noted as an area of strength with regard to institutional
support as well:

Where I have been visiting a lot is career development here. I found it just great!

Like in [my country] private universities have these kind of things, connections

with employees and how the industry is going, how can you fit there and all this

stuff. But public universities, I'm from a public university, it's like: save yourself!

... So I find it very supportive. They have a focus on international students too...
and the workshop I'm doing is for international students.
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Several participants, however, particularly graduate students, stated that their
schedules did not allow them to avail of helpful ISA resources. One doctoral student
declared, “Graduate students don’t have time to go [to the ISA]!” Other participants
confirmed barriers to accessing this resource, noting, “I'm sure I would be able to gain
lots of friends from there . . . it's just inconvenient for me, like for my schedule” and:

They help a lot, they do. . . . ] had a roommate that used to go and I just looked at

him, like you must have a lot of time on your hands. But he's in a different boat

because even during school I work, even during the semester. But he doesn't
work, he just goes to school. So I think he has a lot of time. I don't have that
luxury.

Other statements within this theme involved general perceptions of support from
the host institution. One student indicated that a faculty member set her up with a
language exchange partner, while another participant, who was an experienced traveller,
was impressed by the institution’s attention to providing for the basic needs of incoming
international students. Another graduate level participant, however, noted that lack of
financial support and employment restrictions for international students limited her
ability to provide for herself and caused considerable hardship:

The only thing that disappointed me is that a lot of people were given scholarships

or fellowships before they came here, but . . . I came in May. So when I came

here I was given nothing, no financial support at all. . . . The first six months we
cannot work. We have to be registered as a full-time student for six months and
that doesn't include the language.

Student-professor relationship. A second area of note for the participants in
terms of academic experience was the student-professor relationship and how it differed

from their home countries; seven out of nine participants commented under this theme.

Many of these international students commented on the more casual nature of this
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relationship and the greater accessibility to professors as well as their increased support,
experiencing these as positive aspects of the academic experience:
My profs have been very friendly and very helpful in every way. . . . So the
communication between student and profs, it’s really good and I say this is
probably one of the best advantages of [the host institution]. You would not have
that in Toronto or Ottawa whatsoever.
The prof I had my first year, she was quite understanding. Like if you don't
understand what she's talking about she's ready to give out extra time, extra, extra,
extra time for you. She's ready to like explain to you for you to understand the

assignments. Because she understands that you're coming from somewhere
different and the teaching process and everything is quite different.

One graduate student’s supervisor was particularly integral during the early phase
of cross-cultural transition, providing accommodation so the participant could arrive
before residence opened to get used to the host community, “So [my supervisor] actually
picked me up at the airport. . . . Because first term . . . | wanted to come earlier . . . he and
his wife made it really easier to stay my first days.”

For many of the participants this was a marked departure from the relationships
with faculty they were used to in their home cultures: “I realize that most professors here
are very understanding and they're very patient. Because the kind of study in [my
country] is very different, Africa in general is kind of different from here.” Others echoed
this sentiment, noting the contrast with student-professor relationships in their home
countries:

I found here that the profs are also very, very friendly. So if you don't understand

anything go to them and check with them. They are really interested to teach you

what you have to learn or how you have to learn. . . . Home university profs . . .

there is a gap between the prof and the student in that level. . . . It's more casual
here, not so friendly there.



INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS IN HOMOGENEOUS CULTURE 79

Moving from [my country], like being in contact with your professor is not
something you do because they are not, most of the time they really do not have
time for you. So for the first semester I was not in contact with any of my
professors. I remember my English professor, I did know that I could go up to
him and meet him and ask for stuff and everything. It was about the last class
before the exam that I went to him and he was like, “You don't come at the 11th
hour and ask for help!” “Okay!” I will sure be doing this next semester.

This considerable cultural difference was difficult for some students to adjust to, as
described in the following quotation:
Any of my profs that I didn't see at all from the beginning of the semester to the
end of semester, I tend to do really poorly in the course. But if I go and meet you
all the time, even if I understood the topic and I just want to talk about it a little

bit just for me to be comfortable here, I tend to do really well in the course. . . .
Sometimes they really want you to come but I feel like I am disturbing them.

For some graduate students, however, the importance of the supervisory
relationship in the progress of one’s academic career and the investment required for
international study made this relationship an area of considerable concern, despite
describing their supervisors as “kind” and “supportive.” One student remarked, “I'm a
little nervous when I see [my supervisor] really. . . . He's a nice person though, but I'm
nervous. He's like a boss; he decides your fate.” Another participant concurred, saying, “I
think because I’m international . . . Canadian students have a lot of rights. . . . If my
supervisor is not ok, is not ok with me . . . then what? What will be my life?,” and went
on to note that these worries have precluded visits home to visit family and friends:

Graduate students always have research work. . . . I worry about my supervisor.

For example, if I go home or if my supervisor wants to publish something or write

a paper, if I'm gone it's not good. I'm very sensitive and stressful person and it's

not good. . . . but I'd like to go and my mom and my sister are always saying,
“When are you coming?”
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Academic adjustment. Adjusting to the academic culture of the host institution
was also noted as a challenge by all participating international students, comprising

general adjustment to the academic culture, and learning and studying in English.

For some students the international study experience also marked the beginning of
their postsecondary studies. These students were adjusting to both being a university
student for the first time and role expectations in the host culture. One participant stated,
“When I came here it took me a while to adjust, which was also because of the university
experience. I've never been to university before.” Even for more seasoned postsecondary
students, however, there were often considerable differences from their academic
experiences and expectations at home:

The first few weeks you probably need to understand what the profs want to do,
what they want to teach. . . . Still here what the prof teaches you, sometimes it
goes over your head. . . . The first few weeks you figure out and try to adjust to
the materials and all those things. But later on that’s good.

In my first semester I did really bad because . . . I had to register from [home] and
I didn't think about, I didn't think about how to schedule my classes. . . . I had
little time to study and I wasn't prepared to, I guess I did not really understand the
level of study that was expected of me. . . . [My GPA increased] because I know
what is expected.

The content of coursework and style of teaching was also noted as a difference for
some students. One experienced student mentioned that limited background knowledge
made it harder to keep up initially:

When I'm in class and they start talking in class and he gives examples . . . either

from the US or from Canada, [ wouldn't be able to know what he's talking about.

So I have to go back and Google what he was talking about. Oh, so that's what he
was talking about. But then I get lost. So in my first two years, academic years, [

fell behind, I would say because of that.
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A graduate student noted that the responsibility students carry for their own learning
goals was also a major departure from previous academic experiences:

I guess what's important is what you want to learn. It's your business. And they
will offer you what you want to learn, they will answer your questions, but you
have to have your ideas first. That's quite different from our culture because . . .
ours is mostly lectures and training.

Additionally, language was described as playing a large role in academic
adjustment for participants. Going from studying English as a second language to
complete immersion within the academic environment was challenging, particularly in
the early weeks of their studies:

Class? I think it's good. At the first part . . . we are just looking at the instructors
and the instructor’s mouth is opening and closing, opening and closing, but what
are they really talking about? I'm not sure I get them 100%. But we have
handouts, they have slides, and we have the topic of the course. We will know a
little bit of what's going on.

Like I've been doing well, I haven't failed any course, my average is good, but I
really had difficulty with the first, one of the first courses I took. Because every
week was a new topic, it was a three-hour class. So it was blah, blah, blah, blah,
and I couldn't understand, I could catch words and sentences but I'm just,
sometimes I just stop and ask myself, “What if someone comes and asks me what
is he talking about?” I couldn't answer. I know the general topic but not what he's
saying or what he is explaining.

Even international students for whom English was a first language reported some
difficulty, as expressed by this participant who grew up studying in British English:
I was kind of finding the books that we’re supposed to read different. Like the
way I'm supposed to analyze it and all that is quite different. When I write
sometimes the prof wants to know but what is the meaning of this word? I was
like: “That is an English word!” “Oh, okay, okay. That's okay. I'll just look it up.”

This finding is examined more closely in thematic cluster 4, which describes language

challenges.
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Thematic Cluster 3: Process of Cross-Cultural Transition (80 statements)

The third thematic cluster to emerge from data provided by these study
participants focuses on the process element of cross-cultural transition and statements
that corresponded to its particular phases and chosen approaches to acculturation,
comprising comments from seven out of nine participants. Statements within this
thematic cluster are organized by: (a) pre-arrival expectations, (b) the early phase of
cross-cultural transition, (¢) immersion, (d) separation/segregation, (e) navigating
evolving cultural identity, and (f) choosing a life.

Pre-arrival expectations. In exploring how participants made the decision to
come to the host institution, data indicated that for many of the participants the host
location itself was not a major consideration in the decision-making process. This is
particularly interesting given that the host centre is a non-traditional receiving site for
internationals. One student summed it up by saying, “I never heard of Newfoundland
before I came here, as a lot of students would tell you.” Graduate students explained,
“We didn't know about Newfoundland. . . . Just my husband found a supervisor in his
major in [the host institution) and applied and we didn't know anything about
Newfoundland,” “So I came to focus on the two professors . . . I didn’t look at other
universities” and:

That's how I ended up here, like because of this book, then the researchers, the
university, and the last thing I found out was the city, right? The last thing I knew
was that [ was coming to St. John's, Newfoundland, cold weather all of this.

Given the high cost of fees for international students a number of undergraduate

participants also cited the relatively lower cost at the host institution as an important
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incentive noting, “I met a prof from [the host institution] . . . and she basically said well,
when you ever decide to study in Canada come to us, we have the cheapest tuition fees”
and, “When I looked at the price of the tuition fees I fell in love with the university.”

In discussing their expectations of the study abroad experience in the host country
and how these expectations measured up to reality, participant statements in the study
varied. One student was disappointed that reality did not measure up to expectations
influenced by marketing, stating:

There are like a few issues where I think that what I pay is not worth what I get.

It's like paying a lot of money for a book and then you get like five pages. . . .

When I came here my expectations were fairly high because [of how] the website

looks. You know, you look at all these awesome pictures and stuff, you have great

expectations.
Another participant, who shared struggles in making social connections, regretted the

decision to come to a small urban centre stating:

After I think two or three months we always said oh, we should have applied to
another university in a bigger city. For example, two weeks ago we have been to
Montréal. . . . And I think it was very good, better than here . . . because a lot of
internationals . . . I don't know, everything I think better than here.

For other students aspects of the sojourn were disappointing, however, these
concerns receded as the students adjusted or as circumstances changed. These
participants stated, “I was a little disappointed that it was very small. But over time I
began to like it because I normally live a quiet life” and, “The first semester I thought I
made a big mistake in choosing [my program] . . . but I did learn something that could be

useful.”
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In several cases expectations for the international study experience were met or
exceeded. One graduate student stated, “When I came here I found everything just went
as I imagined.” Expectations regarding discrimination and racism in particular seemed to
be areas where participants were pleasantly surprised:

When I first . . . decided to come to St. John’s, to Canada, or to what my mom

calls “the West,” she’s like . . . watch out, keep your religion to yourself. They

don’t like Arabs there . . . you’re an Arab and a Muslim too, so you’ve got to
watch out. But when I came here I'm like - they’re awesome here! What’s really
amazing is that you tell them you’re an Arab — you’re respected. You tell them
you’re a Muslim — they respect you more. [’'m like, that’s amazing! . . . I’ve been

around Canada; it’s not like that in other places in Canada.

I helped a couple . . . they just came here from Pakistan. . . . When we were going
out to look for places I kind of have my mind prepared in case we run into
somebody who was a little bit . . . had a little bit of prejudice or something. . . . So
I just prepared my mind to give them a little talk. . . . But I was surprised; it was
fine. Okay, maybe you worry too much.

Early phase of cross-cultural transition. Regardless of expectations or
preparation, participants’ statements regarding the early phase of their cross-cultural
transition stood out in the study data with seven participants commenting on this topic.
There was considerable overlap with statements categorized under daily living
challenges, indicating that most of the experiences cited here were negative or
problematic in nature. Statements in this theme, however, referred to the initial stage of
the participants’ cross-cultural transitions in particular as indicated by participants
themselves.

A graduate student participant spoke about the influence of early experiences on

the cross-cultural transition in general, as noted later in positive experiences with locals:
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I guess this transition has a lot to do with your initial experience here too. But
some people will not have very pleasant experiences when they first get here. And
as time goes on they perhaps didn't have many more pleasant ones. And I guess in
the first year, if they don't have more positive experiences than negative ones,
they would develop more nostalgia and homesickness and negative feelings
towards here. And sooner or later I believe they will move out of this province,
even if they don't move home.

Overall, the participants in this study indicated that the initial months of their
sojourn were difficult and at times overwhelming stating, “The first six months are not
that positive,” “So it was yeah, hard at the beginning. . . . And I was like, ‘What am I
doing here?’” as well as:

Like the first time I came I was like, “So what am I doing here?” . . . I would say
it was kind of hard for me here, I mean in St. John's. Because when I came at first
I experienced culture shock. It was really difficult for me. It took me two years to
make friends around . . . so I always wanted to go back home.

When [ first came to St. John's as an international student everything is new to me
and . . . I don't know actually which one is actually good for me. At each one of
the steps I have to think, I have to contact, I have to talk with somebody . . . so
many decisions. Say, for example, I need to open a bank account. Which bank is
good? I need to buy something for myself, which places should we go to? So
many things. ..

For many students time and adjustment to the transition were the solutions to
these issues. Some participants indicated that they relied on co-nationals for help during
the initial days and weeks in the host culture. They also reported a variety of ways of
coping including making sure that they kept their lives manageable as they adjusted:

A little bit nervous in the first place, every single step I did very carefully and
afterwards I know all the things going on in my life. Because my life was very
simple - school, home, grocery store. . . . And when I really know about that I feel
a little bit better.
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Specific issues such as adjusting to local food, understanding academic
expectations, and financial stress were highlighted by participants. One graduate student
with an advanced level of English skill described the taxing effort involved in adjusting
to daily English use:

[My friend] brought me to his family, for the first few meetings there I just. . .
dozed off when they talked about things because I didn't understand. . . . [Over
time], I realized my English really improved. I can like, when I'm gathering
together with [his] family I never doze off. I can understand what they're talking
about.

Overall, the awareness of time as a critical element in the process of cross-cultural
transition was evident within the participant interviews. While these international
students identified numerous and varied challenges, particularly in the initial phase of
transition, they also saw many of these challenges as ameliorated by passing time.
Participants stated: “Time is so magical! For a lot of things...,” “It’s just: give me time,”
“So it takes time,” and “Time will say, actually.” Time was endorsed as a key factor in
learning how to approach acculturation, dealing with challenges such as lack of
international foods, a harsh climate, employment restrictions, academic expectations, and
adjusting to the local dialect and demands of studying in English.

Immersion. Many of the participants in this study expressed an approach to
acculturation that tended to be described as immersion, with six of the nine participants
addressing this approach. Participants sought to immerse themselves in the host culture,
including the language and the community, in order to make the most of their

international study experience.
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For some students selection of an immersion approach was a conscious decision.
One graduate student explained, “I guess when I'm with Newfoundland people I'm taking
the Newfoundland identity more” and went on to say, “I don't maintain a bi[cultural]
identity . . . I'm more immersed. Even [my friend] said sometimes he doesn't realize that
I'm a person [from my country]. He says I'm just like him. And I feel like that too.”
Others concurred that immersing themselves in the host culture allowed them to achieve
a sense of belonging within the community, as further detailed in the theme of cultural
fit/sense of belonging in thematic cluster 8. Moreover, some participants indicated that
successful immersion was not as difficult as one might expect, as an undergraduate
student noted, saying, “It wasn't difficult for me. . . . It would surprise you how much
Newfie vocabulary I have in my repertoire. ‘Yes, b’y! Geez b’y, wha?’”

Participants cited a variety of advantages to cultural immersion in the host
location, suggesting a number of reasons underlying their choice of acculturation
approach. One common response was a sense that the international study experience is
primarily immersion-focused in nature and that the main objective of undertaking such an
experience is to have an opportunity to immerse oneself within the language and culture
of the host location and get to know and understand the locals. Students stated: “When
you come to a new country, you don't want to hang out . . . with your people. You want to
hang out with new people,” and “All international students coming to study are here to
learn new things basically. And there would be no point if I just come to Canada and still
I'm around the same people [from my country].” These comments suggest a decision to

focus on cultural learning and experience.



INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS IN HOMOGENEOUS CULTURE 88

The decision to culturally immerse oneself was also seen as a means to an end for
a number of participant goals, including a desire to increase English proficiency and build
support networks:

You know this has a lot to do with your involvement in the community. If other
students don't have this opportunity to get to know other people or get to know the
real people for a long time, then they don't have any chance to improve their
language.

Say in your classes, if you’re doing your undergrad here, then probably you are
one of only one or two students out of say 30 or 60 students. . . . So you have to

adjust with those guys . . . you need to create your own environment with those
guys. Otherwise, even in your study you can’t get help because you are alone.

Moreover, participants encouraged international students to respect and adjust to
the cultural values of the host community as part of the role of an international student.
As one participant noted, “You can't say no. It's wrong from where I come from and it's
got to be wrong here. You can't do that!”

Participants also spoke of how they immersed themselves in the culture and steps
they took to increase their exposure to the host environment. The primary approach
described by participants was to avoid relying heavily on co-nationals for socializing, not
allowing themselves to speak and socialize in their native language but forcing
themselves to practice their English:

I'm training, training to speak and listen and also I don't have, I don't know a lot
of [co-nationals], so I don't have any chance to talk [my language]. . . . I pretend
I'm just a person in Canada. So I'm thinking in English and I'm speaking English
all the time.

And then later I moved [outside the city]. That was the turning point of all my
experience here. . . . When I say it's a turning point it's because I got involved in
the community . . . [ even found a job in that neighbourhood.
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I think sometimes people could push themselves more. I mean I, myself, when I
was travelling I always avoided [my co-nationals] because I, you know, because
they want to hang out with you all the time. So I'm like well, I'm sorry but...I
didn't travel thousands of kilometres to speak [my language] and hang out with
[people from my country]. Sorry, nothing against you personally but that's just . . .
not the point of the thing.

A lot of people told me the best way to learn a language is to use it. Why push
yourself into the corner? You will jump out, become a new person. . . . Everything
I did is to jump into the new environment and do not even give myself, how do
you say, swim or you will sink or something? Just jump in.

Immersion, however, was not without its sacrifices and some participants noted
that absorbing oneself in the host culture lead to losses in the home culture:

I have a friend . . . she always talks about the conflicts between her and her
brother, the cultural conflict. What she cares about is so different from what they
care about. And the way she speaks is so hard for them to accept.

Sometimes you miss the really small things. . . . In my family . . . when we are
away and would come back home from work or from school we kiss [my
parents’] hands. . . . I remember one time I was there . . . and my brothers were
there and my father comes back from [away] . . . and they all kissed his hand and
I gave him a hug. . . . So he doesn't say anything about it, but my brothers they
realized it and it was like well, some people forgot a few things. And it hit me
back and I’m like, I felt really bad. Because it is, it's part of who I am . . . it might
be the smallest thing, but it's part of who I am.

It is also of interest that the two participants who did not endorse the value of immersing
oneself in the host culture as an international student, indicating instead a tendency to
stay within their cultural subgroups, shared the most difficulty during their cross-cultural
transitions.

Separation/Segregation. A fourth theme comprised participant comments from
six individuals related to separation or segregation among international students,

particularly regarding tendencies to socialize and develop relationships within the cultural
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subgroup rather than venturing into the host culture. Some participants, as noted,
expressed feeling more comfortable with people from their own countries or cultures and
experienced major barriers to making connections with host nationals:

I had Canadian friends but . . . I couldn't make friends, real friends with them. I'd
like to be but I couldn't. . . . Some international students . . . have real friends,
Canadian friends. . . . Maybe it's possible, I don't know. I haven't experienced it.

I think, for me I'm more comfortable with Africans. Because I'm still yet to
understand the Canadian culture. . . . I just like, I am very comfortable with them

. .. we believe that if we are together we are like brother and sister because we are
far away from home.

One student went on to say that while developing relationships with other internationals
was a more accessible option, cultural differences made this less desirable and increased
reliance on co-nationals:

A lot of students [from another country are] here, in our department. So we have

an opportunity to connect with them, but their culture is a little different because

they are very, very friendly and we don't like. . . . We socialize just with [co-
nationals].

Most of the quotations in this theme, however, involved participants’ negative
evaluation of segregation as an approach to acculturation. A number of participants
described knowing international students who remain largely segregated from the host
community and saw this as an impediment to a successful cross-cultural experience. A
graduate student suggested that students from her country who stay immersed in their
cultural subgroups continued to see themselves as foreigners rather than integrating into

the host community, noting, “I don't know other countries’ students, but a lot of people

[from my country] will still think they are [their nationality] and they are different from
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other people . . . especially when you're dealing mostly with your native people.” Others
shared similar views:

The guys, like they've never, I don't think they've ever been . . . outside the
environment they grew up with. They move the environment from back home to here
and sometimes it's hard for them to accept new stuff. There's lots of situations where
they say, “Why is that? Why is it like that?” They start nagging about that. Hey,
you're not in [your country]. That's Canada, you've got to deal with it. . . . They
really find it hard. I don't really find it hard anymore.

People come to Canada to get the exposure that is true, but only to a certain extent.
For example, if you have a look at the bigger communities, like particularly the
Indian people and the Chinese people, they basically only do stuff with their kind.
With people of their own . . . you have these Indian events where I'm the only guy
who's not from India. . . . Wouldn't it be wonderful if you would have really people
like not only me but also other Canadians and stuff, you know, get this exposure?

These participants’ own decisions to choose an immersion approach and avoid
segregation were indicated as a potential source of conflict in their relationships with co-
nationals. One graduate-level participant described this as more prevalent in graduate
students than undergraduates while another noted, “I’m actually the outsider to them,
because okay, he doesn't hang out [only] with us. . . . Most of the times I'm not really
welcome because I'm the traitor.”

Moreover, participants indicated that they were sometimes marginalized by
members of the host community despite a desire to become more immersed:

I had a couple of friends, they're from St. John's, I met them here, but I helped
them get jobs in [my home region], teaching jobs. So when we were at a
restaurant they were asking where you guys are from. And I'm like we’re from
Canada, St. John's, Newfoundland. They look at me like we are from
Newfoundland and he is from [home country]. Okay, excuse me. Sorry! . . .1
know more about Newfoundland than you do! [emphasis added]
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You live in Canada but [the government] makes it clear that you don't belong to
Canada. So that's, that's a bit troubling. They make it clear that you're here
temporarily.

Navigating evolving cultural identity. A further set of participant responses
within the influence of academic context involved these international students’ awareness
of their evolving cultural identity and how they navigate it. A total of six out of nine
participants provided data under this theme. A notable aspect of this process appears to
involve a move toward a bicultural identity (Berry, 2006), in which aspects and values of
the home and host cultures are influential for the sojourner’s identity, and in some cases
this was clearly named. The reality of this shift toward a bicultural identity was conveyed
as challenging, however, and biculturalism could be viewed as a personalized process
occurring in degrees:

I still kind of struggle with my cultural identity and which culture I should take,
whether I should take a bicultural identity or something . . . I guess unconsciously
I'm trying to pick up a few things from my culture and immerse it here. But mostly
I'm like a Newfoundlander.

But it's much better if I can spread my wings and learn a lot of things, learn how
people live life. I just kind of see like this as the time where you just choose the life
that you want for yourself and your family in the future. So I'm just beginning to, I
will just take hold of this and see “Do I like this?,” “No, I don’t.” I just kind of take it
as I go. So yeah, it's been working so far.

Comments on conscious efforts to blend aspects of the home and host cultures
were primarily centred around maintaining meaningful values, particularly in the areas of
relationships and diet, with participants commenting, “Most important is food, I don’t
want to give that up” and “[A person who values family], that’s who [ am. You can’t

change that . . . that's a huge part of me. I can't get rid of that.” These participants
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indicated that while they were open to new cultural ideas in many areas, others were off

limits;

Obviously we want to hold some things from our culture, because we also have some
good things. . . . So say that in the case of family, relationships, say the husband-wife
relationship and all those things. We have some different views in our culture.

I still have some like eating habits and . . . I still keep to myself and just, I have my
principles. . . . I'm willing to know what's going on here and how people look at
things, but I won't be on board with everything they did.

One participant noted that getting to know other internationals who had found a

successful balance between embracing the host culture and maintaining valued aspects of

the home culture was reassuring. This experience allowed the participant an example of

how family life could look in the host environment:

I’ve also found here a few families from our same community. . . . They are living
here for the last 30 or 40 years. They had their kids here and they’ve now gotten
married to local people...but still they are in touch with the family, celebrating the
two different cultures and functions. And also they respect [both] these parents...
So . .. multicultural, yeah.

Some participants in this study also conveyed the blending of cultural influences as a

somewhat inevitable result of cross-cultural transition and awareness of this process as

key:

[My friend] is still struggling because she's holding onto [her] culture. She's older
than I am. I guess, you know, the younger you are the easier for you to have that
cultural transition. She's in her 50s, and that's really hard for her to give up what
she had . . . for her, it's like she changed without realizing that. I changed but I
know I'm changing. It's different.

For one student who experienced a lengthy cultural re-entry on an extended visit

to the home country, the process of navigating cultural identity became increasingly

difficult as the costs of cultural learning were recognized:
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One time I was with my family . . . and I did something, not proud to say what it
was. . . . My father directly corrected me . . . he's like just to get you back on
track, that's not how things go on here. You got your space, like we respect who
you are, but again you are back in our house. . . . He's not the type that’s “Do this
and don't do that,” he's just . . . respect is a huge thing back there.

This participant summed up the reality of biculturalism for those who intend to return to
their home culture by saying, “And new things are good but it's always good to stick to
the old. . . . I know in the end I've got to go back to what [ am.”

For one student hoping to stay in the host country the concept of a bicultural
identity blending values of the home and host cultures provided personal benefits and
guidance with regard to raising children with a multicultural mindset:

If you want to come here and then build yourself up in your own way, adjusting

this culture and your culture, then you’ll know how to teach your kids, your future

generations about the culture and what should be the right one.
This participant emphasized, however, that to successfully achieve this balance the
international student must see the value of the host culture and approach cultural learning
and experience with respect and openness, an approach that some fellow international
students were perceived as rejecting:

[They] can’t accept the culture. . . . If you don’t love people or human beings

from your inside or from your heart, then you can’t respect. If [they] are a

Christian and [they] are celebrating Christmas, you can’t respect that. . . . If you

have kids . . . I don’t want my kid to go to your home to celebrate Christmas

because I don’t like those things, because I only believe whatever [ am doing. . . .

They define the cultures in terms of religion! So that’s their problem, I guess. So

then you cannot expect a very good relationship in the future. . . . If you don’t

have [respect for others], whatever you’re doing it’s just acting, nothing else. And
that will not make any benefits for you.
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Choosing a life. The final theme that emerged within this thematic cluster centred
on the idea of choosing a life. Comments from seven of the nine participants within this
theme involved decisions about the future and the uncertainty that often accompanied this
process.

A small but interesting subset of statements emerged with regard to whether
participants undertook their international studies as sojourners, temporary residents in the
host country, or pre-immigrants of sorts for whom study abroad was a first step toward
immigrating to North America. Indeed, five of the nine international students who
participated in this study indicated an intention to stay in the host region, either in the
host province or somewhere in Canada or the United States. In comparison, three of the
participants noted that they had not firmly decided whether they would return home and
just one participant indicated a clear intention to go back to their home culture.

For a number of participants the decision to live and study in a foreign country
was seen as a first step toward building a new life abroad. One participant in this study
indicated a desire to stay in the host community, stating: “I'm staying here . . . because |
love it here, in St. John's in particular.” For most others, however, future plans were less
clear despite a desire to immigrate:

We have applied to stay here . . . St. John’s or anywhere in Canada. It depends on

actually everything — time, location, results, opportunity, all those things. . . .

Because we have no option to go back home in my case. No option because the

topics, right now whatever I am studying here, there is a very, very rare scope in
those kind of developing countries. . . . So probably we will stay here.
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It is notable that a number of these individuals identified political problems, lack of
opportunity, and safety concerns in the home country as influential factors in this
decision, as described more fully in the theme /iving the life.

For some, perspectives on the temporary nature of their residence abroad changed
over their time in the host country:

Before coming I always said I want to come back, I want to study and learn, but I

really want to come back here and use what I learned in my own country blah,

blah, blah. But when I came here I was like no, I want to stay! . . . I really like this
place, and...it's been a really positive relationship with [my partner].

I was teaching and I hoped that one day that if I go back home I can still go back
to my University, because they are keeping my job for me. . . . Although after two
years I have changed my mind; I think I'm going to immigrate here and find a job
here instead. . . . It's a big change.

Another participant reported an intention to keep an open mind about future options,
choosing not to make a decision until it was necessary to do so:

And being in [my home country] may offer me the opportunity. I don't know yet,

but it's possible I will stay and it's possible I might go back to [my country]. .. . It

depends on how I feel like by the time I finish my studies and stuff.

Thoughts of the future, uncertainty, and potential issues upon re-entry to the home
culture weighed heavily on the minds of several participants in this study. For a number
of these international students the course of their future was ambiguous as they were
interested in remaining in the host culture but were anxious about governmental

regulations or family ties:

We don't know what happens next for our life. We have to go back to our country
or...Idon’t know. It feels very bad, this is bad because . . . it’s stressful. . . . We
always think about what will happen in our life next or we can find job or post-
doc. I don’t know because we are not . . . we are not very young anymore; we’d
like to settle somewhere.
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I know at a certain point I will, I'm not going to stay in Canada for the rest of my
life, a certain point I'm going to go back there and be with my family. So . . .
unless I can get them to move here, which is out of the question. But I'm really
attached to my family so I really want to go back there, but why would I go back
there if I've got nothing to do there? So that was my main issue last time I was
there.

Changes in the immigration process for graduate students and the task of finding
employment were also highlighted as worries:

Normally graduate students could apply for a visa, permanent resident of Canada
in second year, but the rules have changed and we couldn't apply for a visa. We
have to find a job and then apply, very bad for us because . . . I think most of the
jobs need PR, permanent resident, and we don't have. . . . We are PhDs but we
can't apply. I don't know why.

Another difficult thing here is that, like I was a teacher, if I wanted to find a
teaching job here it would be difficult for me. Because I used to teach
postsecondary and here I cannot teach with what I have. . . . So perhaps I cannot,
I'm not able to find a teaching job. And besides, the teaching methodologies are
so different from what we have back home. I'm afraid if | apply what we did over
there to here it would cause me trouble. . . . That gives me difficulty to find a job.

Students who had decided to stay in the province also expressed concerns. For a
participant whose spouse intended to immigrate to the host community following
completion of her program, concerns centred on adjusting to one another and rebuilding a
life together:

I guess when I immigrate and when my husband comes here, he doesn't speak
English, I have to go everywhere with him. And I don't expect to have a lot of
good friends or life friends with my workmates, because you know that's really
difficult, right? So, I guess the future life will be just the two of us and a few good
friends and that's all. And this happened in my life back home too.
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Finally, participants voiced apprehension regarding re-entry to the home culture
saying, “When I come back to my home culture it will be a hard time for me, to have
another transition” and:

When I go back [home] and hang out with my friends that have stayed where they

are, where they were, they’re my friends and everything but I can't see myself

hanging out with them because I can't, I don't have anything to relate to with
them. When I went abroad and suffered from being away he was home partying.
Thematic Cluster 4: Language Challenges (48 statements)

This thematic cluster refers to the impact of language on the lived experience of
being an international student. Living and studying in a second language introduces a
steep learning curve for many international students as they adjust to the host
environment. Notably, however, international students who studied in English throughout
their academic career, and/or for whom English was a first language, also noted
language-related challenges as an important aspect of their international cross-cultural
transition. Themes of data within this thematic cluster were: (a) language ability and
improvement, (b) local dialect, and (c¢) language implications.

Language ability and improvement. Language emerged as an important factor
in the cross-cultural transition of all seven study participants whose first languages did
not include English. As one student colourfully described the frustration of starting to
learn in a second language, “It's hard in the first place when [ want, my brain is already
thinking of a paragraph to speak but my tongue gets twisted in my mouth.” Even
advanced English speakers who had been studying in the host country for years were

aware of the gap between their own skills and those of native speakers:
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You might say my English is good, I'm flattered, actually proud. But . . . in
comparison to someone with English as a first language, my English needs lots of
work. There are lots of words I don't know. I tend to use simpler words, when
they go and use really big words I don't know what they're talking about.

For some students, part of the frustration stemmed from the difference between
how they were trained in English and the demands of both the academic and larger host
environment. As one student described her English education, “The way I'm learning it
... grammar, how to spell, how they give you a long paragraph for scientific articles [and]
you read it and choose your answers . . . we don't really use that [here].” Others explained
that, “The challenge is someone is speaking so I have to process right away. The writing
or reading I can have my time, I can take my time” and “I am very good in the written
exam but in the oral exam sometimes though everything is gone from my head.”

Despite the challenges, however, some participants were also excited by the
progress experienced in their English proficiency and their ability to communicate
effectively in a foreign language noting, “I like language, even though I'm not good at
English but I like language and that feeling. Like you just use some symbols and you can
express your feelings - that's excellent!” In describing how their English language skills
improved participants widely reported that exposure to conversational English and
helpful others provided them with the opportunity to increase their proficiency. As a
result, a number of the statements in this theme overlapped with those found in
immersion and being proactive. Indeed, several students described themselves as seeking
ways to become immersed in the language and culture, saying, “A lot of people told me

the best way to learn a language is to use it,” and noting that international students who



INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS IN HOMOGENEOUS CULTURE 100

lack interaction and communication with locals have less opportunity to advance their
English ability.

Participants shared that host nationals were helpful language supports who
contributed to the improvement in participants’ English proficiency. For one student a
supervisor’s specific feedback was particularly helpful, noting, “She would explicitly say
okay here, this is the past tense or something . . . like others will just make corrections on
content. My supervisor will make corrections of grammar.” For another participant a
friend provided a reference source when language issues arose:

Yeah, so I'm consistently learning new vocabulary words every day. And again

I've got . . . one Canadian friend where I run back and say what does that mean? I

was told that, what does that mean? So some people help me with that. But again

there's situations where you have to know the meaning in the moment, you can't
wait.

Finally, the sense of importance attached to attaining advanced language skills
and getting closer to native speaker levels also came through from the interview data with
one participant stating, “I'm trying to get improved because sometimes I still feel a little
hard to get the way [ want to speak. Yeah, but I think it's good, a big step already. So I'm

really satisfied about that.” Another explained:

I'm also a language lover and I like, I like all these grammar rules and that's why I

am also very concerned in English all the time. . . . Like I want to know, because |
don't like to just be understood. I don't like, yes, I got your idea but the way you
speak is really bad.

Local dialect. A further language challenge facing the students was the unique
local dialect spoken by many members of the host community, which differs
considerably from the standard Canadian dialect. This challenge was noted by six out of

nine of the participants and appeared to be more of an issue for casual contact within the
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community rather than within the academic environment. Participants stated, “Very
difficult to hear what [locals] are saying” and:
I had an expectation that there would be an accent. Yeah, because everybody has
their own different spin to English. When I got here I found it very interesting.

Because you could be on the bus and then some people would be speaking
English and you would be like, “Are they speaking English?”

Participants cited a variety of ways of dealing with this challenge. They utilized
cross-cultural communication skills to help with comprehension:

When I came here it's really hard to understand my landlady's voice, because she's

a Newfie and it's hard . . . her accent is really fast and difficult. So sometimes I

just, just looked at her face and try to understand what she wants to say or what
she wants to mean by that.

Something I've learned here, which...I never knew existed, is body language. . . .
If you can't understand the words you’ve got to read the body language. . . . It's
amazing how much you can pick up from body language and gestures and little
words that you catch even if you're very confused by the whole conversation. This
also helped me to fit in with Canadians.
Participants also noted that many locals were considerate in their communication saying,
“One thing is that a lot of people here realize that you are a foreign person and they will
lessen their accent or try to speak Standard English or lower their speed of talking.”
Finally, time was noted as a key factor with participants indicating that they
adjusted to the local dialect, “It takes time, say after a couple of months, say six or seven
months, now I understood a little bit what she wanted to say. Now it's very clear to me
because it takes time.” This progress was less apparent for a student who reported
primarily relying on co-nationals for social support and remarked, “The way they talk

normally in Canada is perfect. . . . But the Newfoundland accent, ugh. I don't, even up

until now I don't know what they're saying.”
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Implications of language issues. Participants also provided considerable
thought-provoking data on the impact of language issues on other areas of their cross-
cultural transition, with six of the nine participants commenting on its implications.
While related statements tend to be represented in the themes of integration challenges
and academic adjustment it is interesting to note that language is a core element that ties
challenges across several areas together as well.

Building relationships was a commonly noted area where language implications
were observed by the participants. Some international students interviewed thought
language differences deterred host nationals from making connections with
internationals, remarking, “They kind of think maybe it's too much work trying to get
along with an international person, because maybe language and stuff” and “Maybe our
language may be bore them.” Even a participant who had lived in the area for several
years and reported an extensive social network commented, “Language still stands as a
barrier between me and Canadians, a huge barrier.” One student struggled to navigate this
obstacle to make authentic connections and share her identity, noting, “I cannot tell
[them] who I am. Maybe because my language . . . I cannot . . . behave.”

Another participant highlighted language proficiency as an important determinant
of whether international students will be able to immerse themselves in the community
and make connections with local people, rather than merely preference to stay within the
cultural subgroup:

I think the language skill is the first thing to decide which community you want to

be involved in, right? Although I believe a lot of international students want to get
to know the community here and to know more Newfoundlanders than their
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native people, if their language is not good enough they have to rely on their
natives.

Language also emerged as a factor in intimate relationships across cultures. It
impacted the participants’ ability to express themselves and show others their identities
and also highlighted some of the differences in cultural norms regarding communication
and dating, as expressed in the following quotation:

It's the use of words, like for example in, back in [my home country] you meet a

girl and you tell her I think I love you. That's the first thing you tell her. Here you |

don't tell her that. You tell her I think I like you. That's how it starts. And if you

start the way . . . I would be in trouble here.

Another participant who began a serious relationship with a local individual
described the challenge of building an important relationship while dealing with the
cognitive demands of communicating in a foreign language. In retrospect, this student
recognized that aspects of the early part of the relationship were lost due to the continual
demands of translation:

[What] we still have some trouble with is when I don't know the context of the

conversation; I find it really hard to follow them. And sometimes actually with

[my partner], speaking with him, he just starts talking about something that I

might not understand and at some point I feel I don't, I can't build relationships

because conversations are coming and my brain just goes out. Like my brain
doesn't process all that, so it's like not having memories . . . memories with

building relationships or building a life. So it's like if my brain doesn't process my
conversations and things then it's empty. . . . And you need it to build on.

The participant went on to note that one way of dealing with this constant demand was to
share the load, “And at some point I told him, I would like you to learn [my language], so
that you can also understand me. And now he does.”

The implications of language challenges for work and academic progress were

also indicated. With regard to the former, one student noted that a potential employer had
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been quite transparent in acknowledging the negative consequences those who do not
speak English as a first language may face in the local workforce:
One of the jobs I applied to here . . . he told me that he can't hire me, I've got the
skills but he can't hire me. I asked why and he is like because English is not my
first language. I'm like . . . okay. But I understand why he says that because all his
customers are [rural Newfoundlanders] and he's not worried about me as much as
he's worried about them.
Interestingly, the student in question spoke English at an advanced level and was noted to
be very articulate and easily understood during participant interviews. Language-related
challenges also had important implications for the academic experience beyond
comprehension of course material:
I want to contribute in the class, for example, but I’'m like ok, I’ll just stay. If1
have a question like I’ll just go and look for the answer myself, you know? So
that didn't really help me. . . . I'm this kind of person that I have to go to class, |
have to participate, I have to ask questions for me to understand whatever is being

taught in class. If I don't do that it's going to be a lot of problems. . . . So it's
actually brought me really down and it affected my grades as well.

Indeed, the data that emerged from the current study also indicated that the
participants saw a clear difference between language ability and language confidence.
Participants noted that, despite their English proficiency, they perceived their skills as
varying depending on the environment and the people around them with one participant
stating: “It depends on the professor; it depends on the class. It all depends on the
environment, who you're around.” Another student suggested that the stress of meeting
with her professor resulted in a decline in her language ability:

After my meeting I went and talked with her about what my supervisor is talking

about and she tried to help me. . . . After I think two or three months I think, I

could make [out] what he was saying . . . I think it’s not language, it’s not
English, it’s . . . when [ went to my supervisor’s office everything is so . . .
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Particularly interesting was how this impacted international students who spoke
English as a first language and had completed all their education in English. Despite
being native English speakers, these students were still impacted by self-consciousness
regarding their perception and comprehension by host nationals:

Yeah, yeah, it's just like when you see someone for the first time, like I'm already
thinking that you're thinking that I don't know how to speak English clearly. Then
when I see you I start to fumble. Yeah so . . . like I don’t know what to say just
because I don't want to make any mistakes. And you just conclude that okay,
that's what I was talking about. So . . . people are trying to be very careful. Like
most people are very sensitive to such things.

I don't know. It's very, very happy talking to you because I don't have to repeat
myself. But there are times when I go somewhere and I have to repeat myself like
two or three times. It makes me self-conscious and I'm not too very comfortable
with that. . . . Because you know when you, when you're trying to make a
contribution you don't want to, you don't want to . . . when there's so much things
to think about, about your contribution, it's like pfft! I’ll just keep my mouth shut.

Both of the international student participants in this study who spoke English as a
first language described a tendency to keep quiet in class due to reactions they had
experienced, a tendency that differed from their academic performance in the home
culture:

I don’t talk very loud and I just, I have an accent . . . I noticed if I talked in class
... there is this nice level of conversation but when I talk my voice kind of like
shoots off. That kind of like shifts the momentum of the class somewhat and I feel
that, yeah I do. But then I spoke and the girl in front of me . . . she cringed. Like
... it was very hard for me because I was like, “Oh, did I scare her?” So I just felt
like . . . I wasn't too happy. So most of the time I always refrain from talking in
class as I don't want to . . . I just find that very, I don’t like it.

If it was in [my country] I would be able to express myself more. That is why
most international students, very few of them you see participating in class.
Because for example, when you're talking they don't want to, to feel that their
opinions are not accepted. And you know sometimes when you're talking and the
person is like, “Pardon me?” It's like you’re not speaking English or not speaking
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clearly or because I don't have a Canadian accent? . . . So they don't want to
contribute in class. They just keep quiet.

This latter participant went on to say:

I love talking. The thing is when I get very comfortable around people they will
be like “What? Like seriously, you can actually talk?” You know? . .. When I get
really comfortable around people like even, I get surprised at myself. Like I didn't
know I knew this much.

Thematic Cluster 5: Supportive Relationships (127 statements)

The fifth thematic cluster that emerged from this study’s data comprises quotations
regarding supportive others who assisted and encouraged these academic sojourners
through their cross-cultural transition. Participants spoke at length regarding the
importance of social and practical support in easing the challenges of adjusting to a new
environment. Notable sources of support within this thematic cluster were (a) host
national/local support, (b) cultural subgroup support, (¢) support from home, (d)
spouse/partner support and (e) roommate support.

Host national/local support. The support of host nationals and locals during the
transition was noted by eight of the nine participants. Faculty members in particular were
highlighted as playing an important role. One international student noted that a faculty
member set her up with a language exchange partner while another’s supervisor offered
temporary accommodation upon arrival and ongoing social support throughout the
sojourn. The support of professors was explained as helpful for academic adjustment but
also in meeting more personal goals as one student described saying, “I can feel that, kind
of like they really want you to be good and want you to become the person you really

want.” For another participant a former instructor went beyond the call of academic
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support and provided a meaningful connection to the host community and a feeling of
welcome:

I kind of connected to one of my [former] profs on campus somehow. . . . And so

we end up having coffees and stuff . . . we have some interests, common interests

like hiking, for example. . . . He's also very, very friendly and he made me feel
like really appreciated in the province. . . . So he, he was actually a like, a big deal
in my kind of fitting into the province.

Peers, including other students and friends, also played an important role in
providing support. Participants noted their assistance as particularly helpful in navigating
academic adjustment to the host institution: “And my friend, my Canadian friend . . . she
really helped me...after my meeting [ went and talked with her about what my supervisor
is talking about and she tried to help me.” Language support was further detailed in the
previous thematic cluster entailing language challenges.

One international student did, however, highlight that in his experience support

from other students specifically was more available during the initial phase of transition:

It's a student-based community here. So they may not support you or. . . if you
need some initial help they just did it for you. But later on you need to figure out
your own way; it’s initial support only.

Participants also identified the support received from the host community in

general as helpful:

I think it's like people from here. Like I said it's really nice, they are really helpful.
Like my, like my language, or other things, they really are different from theirs
but they just accept with a very open mind and they accept you and involve you.
Like a number of them try their best to help you.

Additionally, the importance of individuals who might best be termed “significant

others” with regard to their cross-cultural transition was noted by participants in this
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study. Although these individuals were not always partners they were locals who the
participants identified as having a major influence on their experience in the host
location. For one international student a landlord became both a close friend and a
cultural guide who helped her navigate crossing cultures creating what was described as a
host family environment and leading her to comment:

I guess my experiences are different from other people because . . . he not only
gave me a physically comfortable life, like he cooks for me, we eat together, we
don't separate and cook our own meals. . . . He introduced me to the culture here,
the food here, he brought me to all his family here. . . . He has 10 brothers and
sisters and he introduced me to everyone. And he has a lot of clients and friends
here, he introduced me to them and for the big events like Christmas and things he
brought me with him. So I got to know a lot of people . . . he's just like family and
a close friend.

For another participant the person she is dating took this role of cultural guide and
provided exposure to the local culture and life in the host community:

[My partner] knows a lot about [Newfoundland culture]. So I found it just great.
He is someone that can talk about his culture, his history, his land. So it's
beautiful; I love that. He's really knowledgeable . . . so someone I learn from all
the time, especially from this place, right? So it's like a strong connection to this
land.

Furthermore, becoming part of a faith-based community by connecting with a
local church was identified as a means of support by international students who
maintained such connections in their home country. One participant noted that this
support was made accessible by the church’s efforts to welcome newcomers and address
potential barriers such as transportation, saying, “I go to church because I'm a Christian.
... You meet a lot of people, which is very good . . . and sometimes they provide a ride

for you. So they just come pick you up and take you back home.” Another participant
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commented that by maintaining this connection to his faith he was also able to retain an
important connection to his homeland and culture, as well as his identity, and to
recognize that these need not be sacrificed when crossing cultures:

One of the things that made my transition very nice was that I was able to find a
church . . . like a church becomes the family and stuff. So it's really nice to be
there and to find even some other internationals there too. . . . Back in [my
country] . .. I am a very good Christian. The church is like a major part of my
life. So when I got here and I was still able to go to church and feel the kind of
feeling that I always got [at home] it gave me a little more comfort, like I never
left home.

Cultural subgroup support. The majority of participants in this study, some
seven out of nine, identified co-nationals and members of their cultural subgroup, both
fellow international students and internationals in general, as critical supports during their
cross-cultural transition. In some cases these international peers were the majority of their
social network, as expressed by one participant who stated, “We socialize just with [co-
nationals].” For most participants, however, these connections provided a link to home
and source of comfort in concert with other supports. Participants were aware of unique
advantages such supports provided:

Knowing another [co-nationals] here sometimes you want to sit down and share

.. . it's good just to speak the language. . . . He's the only guy that is coming from

the same place I am. Actually there’s stuff we can both relate to. So it’s, it’s good;
it makes you feel less like being away.

Since we still have some community here we can exchange and we can speak our
language. So in that case we’re a little bit free because whenever we need to
exchange our views and in our own language and in our own ways, we can do it
here. . . . This is possible because there are now a few international students from
the same community . . . and that will help you a lot.
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One participant remarked that the support of co-nationals was particularly
comforting early in the transition when language was a struggle and saw the ISA office as
a helpful resource in making such connections:

I worked for ISA as a volunteer for a couple of semesters, with the new arrival
students. . . . If they have some volunteers from say each of the countries then if
someone will come from India, or if someone will come . . . from Europe . . . then
those guys can exchange their views in their own language and all those things, so
that's an initial backup. . . . And later on you can talk with other people and you
can take your time to exchange the views.

Co-nationals were also sources of information and guidance who offered vicarious
learning and practical support, as noted in the participant comments, “I am so lucky in
that case, I've got a few of my friends here so for the first few days I just depended on
them. They just guided me to go wherever I need to go,” “The inside information . . . that
made it a little easier for me,” and:

I do have one friend, she came [several years ago] and she graduated, she married,
she had a baby here . . . and she helps me. . . . She, I sometimes learn from her
experience because she experienced the process that I will go through.

Participants reported identifying and connecting with members of their cultural
subgroups in a variety of ways, citing the benefits of social media tools such as Facebook
and groups in the community, in addition to the ISA office and local churches as
previously mentioned. Participants noted, “I connected with this guy through the ISA
coffee club . . . we ended up noticing each other and . . . we kind of liked each other . . .”
and, “Here you are in a local university and the international students you see are from
these large regions. So it's hard to see the ones from my country. So I think, yeah,

Facebook has been very important.” Other participants from cultural subgroups well
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represented on campus benefitted from a built-in support network upon arrival:

Actually, the institution from where I completed my undergrad, there are lots of
students all through the world. So the friend who went to the airport to pick me up
is from my same university . . . he referred those other guys and those guys were
living here for a long time.

For one participant from a cultural subgroup with less representation in the host
community the first meaningful connection to the home culture noted was a fellow
international from another continent who had travelled extensively in her home region,
highlighting the diversity of sources for this type of cultural connection:

And I met a French guy who was in [my country] for one year. So he speaks [my
language], and he knew about [my city], so it was very exciting and interesting
that he was a French guy, not [a co-national] but a French guy associated with
[my country]. So it was like the very first person close to my culture.

The value of these connections with co-nationals or members of their cultural
subgroup varied across this study’s sample. One student strongly expressed the
importance of such connections, stating:

Well, now I can say I can survive, because I've already met them, I've already

found them. But I guess, if I get here in September and it's December or January
and I haven't met anyone, [ will go crazy I think. I need it.

For others, however, these supports were appreciated to some degree but not seen as
critical supports during the cross-cultural transition. These students emphasized that they
avoided relying exclusively on support from co-nationals and, as a result, comments are
shared with thematic cluster 3, in which approaches to acculturation are detailed:
I didn't find that support [from co-nationals] very useful to me, because I don't get
a lot of support from them. . . . I do have one friend [from my country] . . . other

than that, I don't get, I didn't get any support from them. I don't know if this is my
own personal thing or not, I don't need to find support from my native people. . . .
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I don't need to be only in that community to find comfort. I'm quite comfortable
with what I am now.

Support from home. Support from loved ones was identified by seven
participants as an important factor in their cross-cultural transition. The emotional
support and guidance provided by these family members in particular were noted as
helpful. Some participants noted that their parents had studied or lived abroad and thus
had passed along an interest in and openness to experiencing new cultures, saying, “My
parents are there, they already understand what's going on. . . . [My mother] doesn't
really care, she can easily adjust to any kind of situation like that . . . in fact both of them.
They can adjust pretty fast” and:

I think it has a lot to do with my family. Like as [ told you . . . it was their idea, it
wasn't mine. . . . [My mom] has kind of a free spirit and explored the world and
travel is nice and meeting new people . . . and then my dad went to [another
country] for his post-grad. So both of them always said you have to go out, you
have to explore, you have to. And better if it’s studying because study opens your
mind . . . I think they made things very easy for us. Like they are not all the time
oh, I miss you and they cry or whatever and come back or when are you coming.
It's like, “Hey, how's it going? How are you?” . .. So, I think my parents have
also supported a lot.

Family members were also identified as helpful sources of support in difficult
times, allowing participants to persevere:

There were lots of moments when I got close to giving up. Like, I can't do that
anymore. But again [’ve got my brothers supporting me, my parents, if I tell them
I'm coming back they tell you “Okay, come back!™ Still I, like whenever I think
about it sometimes | tear up a bit . . . it does touch me.

And [my husband] really gives me a lot of support. He helped me make decisions,
and I guess that's really important. . . . Although every decision he helps me to
make is difficult, he doesn't interfere unless it is a really important decision. . . .
So he's more like a mentor to me.
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Participants did, however, highlight the challenges of being so physically distant from
this support. Common barriers specifically noted by international students in this study
included navigating the contact needs of family members and the financial strain of
maintaining contact with family and visiting home regularly:

It’s getting easier for [my mom] to get used to that. 'm away no matter where I
am. . . . And she will miss me for sure sometimes, but...she will think okay, now
you are doing your work, you have a chance to work and you should feel yourself
very lucky. . .. My father is . . . getting used to giving me some money and
getting used to accepting this fact that I'm abroad, I'm doing well, and I want to go
back in a few years. So he's thinking okay, if that's good for you, that's good for
me.

When I got here, because my mom is a single parent [ don't like to bother her for
money and stuff. So since I got here ['ve just been living by my means and stuff,
so I haven't been able to get a laptop. . . . When I buy calling cards . . . it's just
very expensive.

Someone was asking me, when next are you going back home? And I was like
maybe after two or three years . . . because it costs about $2100 to buy a ticket to
[my country] and that’s so much money for two weeks. So I don't think it's worth
ihA

Moreover, participants were also aware that support from home was important but
not always adequate in dealing with challenges in the host culture: “There's some
situations where it's beyond your experience. It's beyond something you've experienced
before so you don't know what to do. . . . My best friends are my parents, but . . . some
things you can’t talk to them about.”

Spouse/partner support. Three of the nine international students in this study
were married to co-nationals while one participant reported a long-term cohabitant

relationship with a local. These four participants provided an interesting portrait of the
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advantages and challenges associated with crossing cultures with a partner. The benefit of
knowing you are not alone and sharing the ups and downs of the journey was one area
highlighted by participants who said, “When [my husband] comes you have family here,
that's different. It's not you struggling here by yourself. You have somebody for you”

and:

My husband when I came here and he came to the airport and picked [me] up, I
think it was very easier when you have someone here. But then I think when |
compared it to alone here you can experience another life. But I think it's very
easier here when you have someone.

This sentiment was shared by the participant who connected with her partner in the host
country, noting her openness to sharing this experience with a companion:

Well to tell you the truth I was looking for someone, like I started thinking it

would be nice. . . . So when I found him and we had too many things in common,
a nice guy and everything, I said well, why not? So in some way yeah, I was like
open to that.

While most of the partnered participants in this study lived with their spouses, one
participant arrived ahead of his spouse and in the case of one graduate student she and her
husband had decided she would finish her degree and seek work before he joined her in
the host country. This was an approach questioned by many people in the participant’s
life but one that she described as positive:

We have been married for [several] years and we came through a lot of
difficulties together . . . [ guess because of this it makes our relationship stronger.
A lot of people, even our friends, will question our relationship. They say you
don't see each other for two years. You don't . . . live like a couple for two years.
How can you keep your relationship? And honestly, I didn't find it that hard.

While partners provided support and companionship during the cross-cultural

transition participants were also aware of the unique challenges associated with sharing
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this experience with a partner. One graduate student participant whose spouse is also a
graduate student shared the difficulty of erecting boundaries between work and home life
and the challenge of maintaining balance:

Yeah, we always talk about in I think the first half, we always talk about our
supervisor, our research, and I think it was very stressful for us. It was good . . .
but, it is very bad at home to be talking about these things, these stress[ful] things.
We decided to...stop that. It is good both of us are PhD students because we can
understand each other . . . but also it is bad.... Before we were PhD students...we
always talked about [other things].

For couples in which the partners arrived at different times, adjustments and
stressors common to and distinct from the typical international student experience were
identified:

I came alone so when I came here I actually didn’t know anything. I don't know
where I need to go for groceries, where I need to go for this stuff, for that stuff, if
I need something. I don't know which is the right place, who's the right person to
contact? So once I came alone . . . I feel bad. I talked over the phone with [my
wife] each day for a couple of hours or so. But I think it's better to come alone and
to adjust to the environment and to make a place, to make a room. And then when
your wife comes after a few months or after one year . . . once you are settled then
you can just guide her. Otherwise both of them have to suffer at the same time.

I do think when I meet [my husband] again I will have to adapt to him again.
Because here, a lot of different things here. Like people here don't smoke and he
is a heavy smoker. I don't know if I can get used to that smell again. And here I

meet a lot of older people and he is my age. I don't know. But I believe that after a
short period of another adaption or transition we will be used to each other.

An interesting comment from a participant who originated from an area where
females’ freedom was restricted due to safety concerns highlighted the unique
implication this might have for some married international students navigating their

transition to the host country:
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Here the main difference is, say you are a girl, when you grow up here you can
travel everywhere, you can go here and there. But the culture of [my] country...
that’s not the same, right? . . . If a couple came here together then the husband or
the boyfriend or whatever . . . he cannot go wherever he wished leaving his wife
alone in the home.

Support from roommates. Finally, roommates were identified as a considerable
source of both support and frustration for six of the nine international students in this
study. Participants remarked that proximity did not always elicit connection and, as a
result, people they lived with were not always viable sources of support and were
sometimes sources of stress instead with students remarking “When you live with
roommates that you're not friends with . . . it's a huge challenge” and:

When I was living with the [co-national] students, they were all younger like 10
or 20 years younger than I am, so I was taking care of them and I was cooking for
them and buying things for them. . . . Well I don't quite mind doing that, but when
I think about I have to do this for two years it's a little bit frustrating.

Even for those who did forge a social connection, these contacts were sometimes fleeting,
as articulated by one participant:
I don't have that much contact with the students. Like it's more like . . . for
example with your roommates, you do stuff with them as long as they are your

roommates and then they are gone. . . . I would say it's like not a friendship for
life...

In cases where students were able to connect with roommates the results were
positive, however, and participants identified a sense of caring and common interests as
keys to these successful roommate relationships, as articulated in the following quotation:

I'd say for me personally the best part of housing is my friends there. So, the

people you hang out with, your roommates. But if you have roommates you can't
connect with, your housing experience is probably very, very poor.
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In line with this, one participant described the person she rented a room from as “just like
family and a close friend” while others commented:

[My former roommate and I] became very good friends. . . . She's kind of one of
my best friends and she's very busy. . . . But really every time I run into her on
campus or somewhere, I'm so excited to see each other.

I enjoyed actually, well I shouldn't say more, but I actually do. So yes! I do enjoy
[living with other international students] more. . . . It takes a while, you know,
you're not friends right from the first day but I'd say it's definitely an advantage to

live with people from other countries. At least for me, because I'm really
interested in that kind of stuff.

Thematic Cluster 6: Meeting Across Cultures (74 statements)

The sixth thematic cluster that emerged from study data spoke to the wide array of
participant experiences that involved cross-cultural interactions and connections. The
themes included were: (a) cultural differences, (b) integration challenges, (c) positive
experiences with locals, (d) sharing culture, and (¢) stereotypes, biases, and racism.

Cultural differences. The first theme under this thematic cluster involved
differences in cultural norms and behaviours observed by participants in comparison to
their home culture, as noted by seven of the nine participants. Many of these differences
were encountered by students in the social arena and had to be navigated in order to make
connections with host nationals. For instance, typical ways of socializing were indicated
as a difference. One graduate student remarked that it was difficult to meet host national
graduate students because there is little social time at work and “Canadian students just
sit down in front of the computer until 5 p.m. and no speak and no socialize,” but added
that making friends with other internationals was also a challenge because “their culture

is a little different.”
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A South American participant noted that, in her home culture, dancing is an
integral part of socializing. Lacking this cultural norm in the host environment, she found
it more difficult to initiate social interaction:

So these Canadian parties, it's hard. Because everyone, everything is kind of quiet
and groups of people. So when you're dancing and you're with friends, there
might be groups but you can take someone from this group, if you are between
friends, take this person from this group and then dance and talk. But [here] you
can just sit in the group and talk and [you can’t] start talking or be part of the
conversation unless they are very, very good friends.

Another participant, from a predominantly Muslim culture, highlighted the prevalence of
alcohol consumption in the local social scene and the hesitance some peers showed in
socializing with internationals they assume do not drink:

I would be with a couple of friends having a drink downtown and like I would see
the old people I met before. And they are “Oh, you drink?” And I say, “Yes, 1
do.” And they start inviting me to their parties. . . . It's amazing how lots of
friendships, they stand on a bottle of beer. If I stopped drinking I'm sure I'll lose
lots of friends. . . . I'd say that's a shame. But at the same time, lots of people got
to know me as me through a bottle of beer.

Cultural differences as an issue in dating and intimate relationships specifically
was also endorsed, with participants describing the challenges associated with navigating
a relationship across cultures. Again, the valued way of socializing and showing interest
in potential partners were notable differences:

Well I think one thing I learned is . . . you can say it out! If you don't like that
person just say no! If you like that person maybe. . . . It's hard for me because I'm
from another culture. It's hard for me to just okay, I like you, could you give me
your number? I couldn't do that. But I know I am eligible to do that. But in my
culture maybe it's not, you need to be more shy. Like if I don't talk to you for a
month you should know I don't like you, don't disturb my life. But if I really am
around you every time, every minute, you should know I like you. Like that kind
of culture . . . it's like behaviour language. But here it's like just you say it out.
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A participant from a more conservative culture noted that the entire
conceptualization of dating relationships differed in the host country compared to his
home culture and this was reflected in a number of ways. He noted, “For example,
relationships . . . that's really different. Like one thing [in my culture] we tend to be really
protective, overly protective of our partner” and relayed an experience where he was
uncomfortable with his partner’s revealing outfit but told her “No, I'm joking,”
remarking, “I try not to show it but inside me yes, it does bother me.” For this participant
dating across cultures meant coming to terms with major cultural differences:

It’s normal here. Like a girl sitting on a guy's lap, to me okay, you're my
girlfriend, why are you doing that? So [at home], when you date a girl . . . she
kind of belongs to you and you belong to her. So here it's not that way.

Cultural differences more minor in nature were also noted by participants. One
graduate student remarked, “Normally in our country we don’t care about the time and
punctuality.” For another participant whose partner was a host national, cultural norms
around meals was an area that required negotiation: “He eats a lot in the night and for
lunch it's just a sandwich. Well, my custom is to have a big lunch and a small dinner” and
“When we do groceries he gets his things. Like I can't eat canned food; I don't like it, or
his orange juice from a bottle. No, I get the oranges, I bought my juice maker, that’s what
[ do.”

Other differences in cultural norms were, however, weightier in nature. As one
participant adeptly explained the norms that provided guidance in the home culture were
suddenly insufficient in the host community, leaving a sense of confusion and

vulnerability:
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When I was in [my country], [I could] identify what kind of person is my kind of
person and can become my friend. What kind of person, terrible person or
dangerous person, you should get away from. But here it's hard to tell. . . . I don't
know how to identify the person in front of my face. I don't know if the behaviour
they did is normal or abnormal. So maybe I feel it's abnormal but maybe it's just
because of my culture, maybe it's very normal in Canada.

Another student articulated the difficulty adjusting to the independence afforded and
expected of women in the host culture for individuals arriving from areas in which the
safety of women can be compromised:

Here the main difference is, say you are a girl, when you grow up here you can
travel everywhere, you can go here and there. But the culture of [my] country . . .
that’s not the same, right? . . . Say she wanted to travel here and there alone, she's
not supposed to do that, right?

Some participants also found that locals misconstrued the cultural norms they
brought with them to the host community:

And also when we are talking we tend to touch ourselves a lot. Like “Oh
[touching arm], I haven't seen you in forever, where are you?” We just talk and all
that and we hug a lot. If I'm walking with my friend for example, she's a [co-
national], we can hold hands when we’re talking. When she's going we just hug
and all that. But a lot of people, Canadians, are like, “What are they? Are they
lesbians or what?”’

Integration challenges. Participants also spoke at length about the obstacles
involved in becoming part of the host community and eight of the nine participants
commented on these challenges. As expected, there is considerable overlap between this
theme and others that include more specific challenges, however, seen together the
statements in this theme highlight the varied challenges faced by these international

students as they try to integrate into the host community.
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One perceived obstacle to integration cited by participants was a lack of interest
on the part of host nationals. As noted in characteristics of host environment, some
participants stressed that while casual encounters tended to be very friendly in nature it
was far more difficult to make a true connection with host nationals and become a part of
the local community:

Most Canadian people, they are really nice. But if you want to get into their circle

and become one of them, they tend to push you out. . . . So I figure it may be like

this, when you really want to immerse in this community and get to know a lot of
friends or become part of them, the real difficulty will come.

[At home] I had a lot of friends and so I can spend my time with them when I get
stressed and they will ease my stress. But here, I don't know. Sometimes I'm
confused about how, why I cannot find a friend, a real friend? Because I think I'm
not a bad person, I cannot tell [them] who I am.

Even participants who were successful in forging strong friendships with host
nationals noted a sense of not really belonging that was sometimes encountered in
interactions with local friends, as previously noted in the third thematic cluster describing
the process of cross-cultural transition.

At times, feelings of not belonging lead the students to withdraw themselves from
social settings:

I don't know, I just find at times | just like to stay on my own, I guess that's what I
want, but then I still don’t like it, but I want it. I just like to be like by myself, just.
... And when [ just feel a little left out. . . . I'm like okay, what happened?

A female participant remarked that she found local female students particularly hard to
connect with, while she saw males as more approachable:

I would rather move with Canadian male friends than female friends. . . . I find it
very hard to understand them, really hard. Because I'm trying to relate with you,
just like how I relate to my [co-national] friends and you would be finding it very
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offensive. . . . But for the guys they don't mind . . . they just take it easy and that.
If I'm in a class for example, I may not talk to the female Canadians but the guys
are very easy-going and tend to listen to you.

A lack of cultural knowledge or skills, both on the part of the sojourner and the host
nationals, was also seen as a barrier to integrating with the host community with one
student commenting, “I can learn a little bit about the culture but how much can I learn
in two years out of 20 years?”

Finally, the participants in this study noted a lack of opportunity to connect with
members of the host community, both due to their own tendencies toward introversion or
simply having few chances to make these connections. With regard to personality, one
participant commented, “I’m shy in the beginning . . . I’'m not this kind of person like can
just start a conversation . . . I won’t take the initiative,” while another explained:

I was just feeling really sad because I was wishing I had my family back here.

Then I was kind of sad because I'm always indoors, I can't go out there to meet up

with anybody. I was just, I don't know if you understand what I'm saying. Like

I'm always indoors, I don't like going out.

Even for participants more outgoing in nature, however, limited opportunities for
connection with host nationals remained a challenge to integrating within the community,

with participants commenting, “If you go to a grad class, specifically in engineering, you

will find that the number of local students is very small” and:

I sometimes wish I would be more involved in town certainly . . . since the
summer semester started I kind of force myself to get more into town, it's really
tough. Like St. John's is not big but it's really nice, so I sometimes wish that I
could . . . get more into this kind of stuff.

Sharing culture. For many of the students participating in this study the desire to

share their culture and learn about other cultures was a considerable motivating force in
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their decision to study abroad as represented by six out of nine study participants. As
such, they expressed enthusiasm regarding opportunities that facilitated cultural sharing
and learning. Participants appreciated when locals offered them a chance to experience
and understand the host culture. Some participants had the support of local friends to help
facilitate opportunities to experience the host culture remarking, “Whenever they’ve got
the time they took us sightseeing to see St. John's and around St. John's, the historical
places of St. John's or history of Newfoundland.”

Students also highlighted that while international study provides a chance to live
in and learn about the host culture it also provides exposure to a wide array of cultures
through relationships with international students from all around the world. One
participant earnestly stated:

International people in St. John's or St. John's in general, I find that the best of

everything is found in St. John's. Maybe that's not the case but that's what I've,

well I'm glad to have met the best of everything in St. John's.
Others agreed with this sentiment saying, “I just love working with people from other
cultures. You get to understand them better” and “T'd say it's definitely an advantage to
live with people from other countries. At least for me, because I'm really interested in that
kind of stuff.”

One participant reported seeking out individuals with a common interest in cross-
cultural sharing:

I'd say the main thing with our apartment is that somebody is cooking all the time.

And everyone is cooking differently . . . it's really an international flavours kind

of thing. . . . We had community meals . . . where we paired up and we kind of
made food for all of us. So that was really great.
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For another participant the ideals of multiculturalism offered a chance to enjoy and raise
one’s children in a culturally rich environment that would include opportunities for
cultural exchange and appreciation:
What you can do is if you have a kid in the future . . . keep in touch with this
community and also your own community and try to celebrate or try to do all the

good things together. Say you also celebrate Christmas, right? Take it as a fun and
social thing, you have to celebrate that one. And you can also invite your local

friends to celebrate [your cultural holiday]. . . . Then you can share everything and
you can understand and respect each other, no? That’s what I believe actually,
personally.

Along with opportunities to experience the local culture, as explained further in
the next theme, participants appreciated being able to share aspects of their culture in
their new home. This was quite meaningful for some participants, as expressed by one
student:

These corn cakes, everybody has living [in my country] it's not something. But
now it's like a symbol, it's a symbol and it's a way to share with others. And next
month [when we visit my boyfriend’s family] I'm going to make corn cakes. . . . It
means a lot.

Participants also appreciated when those close to them in the host culture showed an
interest in learning more about their home culture:

Actually he began to learn a little bit of [my language] . . . he's pretty good. And
you know . . . if | was [his age] I wouldn't be able to remember all those things
because that language is far more complicated.

And something really nice too is that [my partner] is also willing to learn from my
culture and share with my friends. So I know Canadians don't like to dance very
much, but he dances. . . . He’s a bit shy but he still does, he tries. Last year he
took online courses for [my language]. . . . So that's another thing that has really
helped me a lot, he's been with me in this.
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Moreover, the appreciation of cultural sharing was not seen as one-sided. One
participant noted that this reciprocal process had provided new experiences for both her
and her partner as they began to look at their cultures in a new way:

I remember my first snowstorm; it was a huge one. [ was at [my partner’s] place
and I was just at the window staring, and snow is falling. And then he explained
the snow and the clearing of the sidewalks. And at some point he said, “This is the
first time I talked about how winter works!” So he also finds himself many times
speaking of things he never spoke about before. Because they're always between
the same people. So now with me [he] is like teaching, like I had never thought
about it. And so it's cool too! . . . And now explaining to you I find it more like,
again things like ah, I hadn't thought about it.

Positive experiences with locals. Building upon the theme of sharing culture was
a further theme that involved positive experiences with locals. Statements in this theme
differed due to the specific nature of the experiences described by eight out of nine
participants and their identification of them as positive influences in their study abroad
lives. The potential importance of such positive experiences in the overall cross-cultural
transition of international students was described by a graduate student:
I guess this transition has a lot to do with your initial experience here too. But
some people will not have very pleasant experiences when they first get here. And
as time goes on they perhaps didn't have many more pleasant ones. And I guess in
the first year, if they don't have more positive experiences than negative ones,
they would develop more nostalgia and homesickness and negative feelings
towards here.

This student provided an example from personal experience, noting:

[My landlord] gave me a very low rate . . . and what's more is he makes me more
like a family here. And that's really, really important in my experience here. I
guess all my experiences are positive because of him, because of that.
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It is particularly interesting to note that a number of the positive experiences with
locals deemed meaningful by participants took place outside the city centre. Participants
valued occasions when they could encounter rural Newfoundland life and meet locals.

We went to Gros Morne . . . it was so much fun. They can, these people here were
so welcoming and they're so. . . . Like they are seeing us for the first time,
because it's kind of a small community, and they were like looking at us and all
that, but not in a way that you would feel bad. They just wanted to talk to us. And
they were like “Wow! I love your hair!” and all that. It's good!

They told me of this guy and I just contacted him and he, he made all the effort.
He came to [the campus] and picked me up with his very own car, drove me to
[his community], which was really nice for me . . . when you don't have a car. . . .
So, it was really nice just you know going a little bit around the island. . . . And
you know, he invited me for coffee and stuff and we somehow really liked each
other . . . we were connected, which is really weird because he's probably like 75
or something. . . . I met like his family and stuff and they invited me after to
dinner . . . since then we always meet, I just met him recently for coffee in town
and he invited me again for dinner. This is what I really call hospitality. . .. You
know it just happened out of nowhere and he is not connected in any way to the
university. . . . So this is really great. I feel like this is the hospitality that St.
John's is kind of famous for and it has definitely this reputation.

Opportunities to experience nature and outdoor activities in the province were
also acclaimed as meaningful with participants saying, “I've been canoeing, camping,
hiking, snowshoeing, all this stuff,” as well as:

Something else is for winter, last year I went to [rural Newfoundland]...and we
went someplace close by skidoo. So six hours by skidoo, it was really cool. And
we stopped at some spot and we made a fire in the woods over the snow. | was
like this is crazy but it was really, really cool...

On the other hand, you can really just get out there and do a hike. Whether it's a
day hike, whether you want to do camping, you know, even more if you actually
have a car or if you have a friend with a car. You can do so many things. So these
were like very positive moments, very positive feelings I had here.
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Other important positive experiences with host nationals are best described as “acts of
kindness.” Such gestures were meaningful to the students and remembered long
throughout their sojourns:

On my second day I was shovelling snow and my neighbour . . . knocks on the
door. . . . He starts talking and I did not understand a word he said. But I do, I do
remember that he said if you need anything, just knock on my door. That was
really, like really huge to me. That was really amazing.

[My friend] was very kind too because she, her parents paid half a ticket for me
for Christmas when I first came. So I spent Christmas in Toronto with her and her
family . . . it was really, really good. The family was just nice with me. . . . So it
was a beautiful Christmas time.

One time I just mentioned to my instructor one thing I really wanted to do, and
the second day he told me, “Okay, maybe I can help you with that. . . .” Here
people help other people to become the person they really want to be. That's really
different, you can feel that kind of heart. So that's a good thing.

Stereotypes, biases and racism. Notwithstanding the positive experiences
described by the international students who participated in the study, a number of
negative experiences were recalled as well by six of the participants. Participants
perceived stereotypes and biases based on their cultural or racial backgrounds as
underlying such experiences in some cases, as indicated by one participant who said,
“Maybe there's something in their brain about internationals are not good or are
different.”

Participants were sensitive to the biases and assumptions attached to their
nationalities and cultural origins within the host community and experienced this as a
barrier in connecting with locals. It was sometimes difficult to overcome these

stereotypes, which resulted in frustration for students:
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So the way I see it is like, if only Canadians could get to know that person before
judging if I want to be his friend or not. . . . It's just that once they know you're
from the Middle East, they assume you're a Muslim, you are not supposed to do
this and that. So they get away from you . . . they wouldn't come and get to know
you. That was the main difficulty. Just to tell them hey, I'm not really what you
think I am.

[ think Canadian people think about [my country], is not a good country, a poor
country. And [ think in their brain, oh, this person came from [that country] is
very bad, is very poor country and maybe this . . . affects things in their behaviour
with us and | don’t like this.

Further complicating this navigation of bias and stereotype was a lack of knowledge
regarding how race and culture are perceived in the host location as well as the novel
experience of being a member of a minority group as noted in the comments, “Being in [a
very multicultural city] . . . kind of prepared me to other cultures. So I was like ready for
culture shock. But here . . . it's different being a minority here” and:

Some people would be talking and they would refer to me as not White. Like
what’s White people? I am White! They’re like, “No! You’re not White!” but 1
am White. Like what am I, I do see that’s White. Like do you see that’s White?
What am 1?7 He’s like, “No you're not, you are Middle Eastern!” Like oh, ok. I
never knew that.

Participants from Africa described how host nationals generalized images of
suffering, famine, and poverty, conveyed through the North American media, to
international students from this continent, despite the far-ranging differences between and
within nations in this region of the world:

Whenever I come to class, most of the time everybody is just staring at me. Okay,
one of those people that didn't go to school, like you are suffering and all that.
And funny enough I've never seen what she was talking about from where I come
from . . . most [people from my country] that are here, they are from very wealthy
homes.
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Moreover, an African participant highlighted how, in personal experience, skin colour
seemed to trigger these stereotypes:

I think the first thing is the colour. That is what I would say first. Because when
they see an African, for example . . . we are going through a lot of stereotypes and
all that. They just believe that you can't talk. There was a day, this is so hilarious,
someone saw me coming. The person was already giving me sign language. I was
like, “I can talk! I understand what you're saying!” Like I couldn't even
understand, what are you trying to do? And he was so shocked. “You can speak
English?” . .. I was like “Yeah! We were taught in English in school” and all that.
He was like “Oh, okay.”

Participants were also quite aware that some members of the host community
appeared to be sensitive to their racial and/or cultural differences, perhaps due to the lack
of multiculturalism in the host location. This was a source of great discomfort for these
participants who expressed a wish that host locals could be more easygoing with
internationals:

I say that they're kind of sensitive around me, they don't want to say things that
might hurt me because of my race or anything. But I — pfft! Come on! I know I'm
Black, I know you're White! . . . It isn’t anything to be very sensitive about.

I realize that when I moved to Canada I became really quiet. I used to be a very
good talker, I could talk for hours and I would not be tired. Like people go to
sleep and I'm still talking. But when I came here I was kind of really quiet; I
became really shy. . . . I think it's because of the people around me. Maybe it's a
discrimination thing and all that.

I went to Wal-mart . . . we were going around the store looking for deals and
stuff. And there was a small boy, he was in his mom’s shopping cart and he was
like, “Oh Mommy look — he’s brown!” And his mom said, “Stop!” And I'm:
“Leave him! I’'m brown for God’s sake!” I had to give him a high five. .. . So
sometimes maybe people's intentions are good, because they don't want to offend
you or something, but you'd rather if people were more relaxed. I don't feel
comfortable when I see that you’re sensitive around me, you don't want to offend
me because of that. I could care less.
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While describing the impact of bias and prejudice on their experience of cross-
cultural transition, many students were also aware of their own stereotypes and biases and
those they encountered within the international student community. One participant
acknowledged:

It shouldn’t be important . . . because people are people no matter which country
[they come from]. But I know, for example, Canadians when they meet
Europe[an] people or Australian people they like to have contact, they like to
speak with them. But for example [Middle Easterns] or something like that . . .
think they don’t. [ can’t say . . . I’m different from this. Maybe when I meet
someone for example from Canada, just like them for Europe, I try to behave
better than if I met someone from, for example, Africa or somewhere like that.
It’s not good but . . .

Even up until now I believe that the United States is a very, very rough country.
Like if you have to go there you will be killed and all that. But a lot of people
have been there and they are like it's not like that. It's not everywhere. . .. So |
think that is . . . we are just kind of myopic when it comes to other people's
cultures and country and all that.

I lived [many] years of my life in my country. I travelled in lots of places, I
worked, I did my study and all those things. I had lots of friends of different
religions but nobody discriminated on those kinds of things when they were
staying in their country. But when they came outside the country [to Canada] they
are completely different and changed . . . in many cases, they started to hate us. I
don't know why.

Participants also disclosed experiences of racism, prejudice, or discrimination that
were more specific in nature and related to particular incidents that occurred. Such
incidents were noted in the academic realm:

I see a difference between me and Canadians, this is annoying for me. . . . Maybe
I’m wrong but I think everybody, for example supervisors . . . [really] care about
Canadian students. For example, they always try to give a good project to a
Canadian student. They try to . . . they always care about [if a] Canadian student
is satisfied.
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There was a time I was thinking it was racism, maybe I'm just assuming in my
mind. It has to do with one of my profs. Like we were having a group and all of a
sudden the two Canadians in the group decided to break out, they just wanted to
work on their own. These people are like behind in assignments and all that. But
we’re like we contribute a lot . . . we couldn't understand. Because myself and two
other [international students] . . . like we were so confused. What was wrong?
What went wrong? And we were all hoping that our prof would call us and ask
what happened from both sides, but he didn't do that. He just said, “Oh, you’re not
comfortable with them? Oh it's okay, we'll just split the group.”

in social interactions:

I had a friend . . . for four months I was friends . . . we always went for a walk or
something like that. Suddenly she cut our relationship. I think she didn't enjoy, I
think. She was very nice and a very good person but I . . . I got that she didn't
enjoy the relationship with me, international.

and with regard to work opportunities:

Even when you're applying for a job, even if you have a work permit and you’re
legal to work, they wouldn't hire international students. I've seen that a lot . . . like
honestly all of my friends that work off-campus, they don't have really big wage
jobs. They don't, like they don't even work in sales. Most of my friends . . .
janitors, security guards, chefs in restaurants. So I've realized that any job . . .
where the employee gets in contact with the customer, they don't hire an
international student. That's what I see.

Experiences of racism or discrimination described by the participants tended to
range from covert incidents, in which the participants felt this was a factor but were
uncertain about labelling them accordingly, and more obvious situations. Covert
experiences were described as particularly confusing by participants as they were
difficult to make sense of and left these international students wondering if they were
reading too much into a somewhat ambiguous situation:

Another small incident is . . . we met an old couple in a restaurant and I have
learned to shake hands with other people, although we don't do this at home. I
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shook hands, I tried to shake hands with her but she kind of gave me a very limp
touch. It seems to me that she's not very interested or she doesn't want to meet me
or something. That's what I don't understand.

Other events were more overt in nature and were described as very “painful” for
the participants. It is notable, however, that even in such cases participants still described
a sense of ambiguity or uncertainty about how to interpret the situation or react:

I remember being in another friend’s house . . . and I just went to take something
out of my bag. And they were like “Oh, you want more water?”” They were just
trying to figure out what I was doing. And I felt like . . . seriously? Like . . . |
would steal from you? I just . . . I felt bad, yeah. But I couldn't blame them
because I guess we all kind of like attach, subconsciously we attach different
things to different people. But yeah, it was, it was painful.

There was a day I was going to school and myself and a Canadian, we were about
to cross. So she crossed . . . and I was going to cross. And this guy was just trying
to hit me. And the people on the other side of the road they were hollering,
“What’s wrong with you?” Then I looked at him and he was just laughing and I’'m
like this is not funny. Is it because I'm African? I don't know, maybe I'm just
misjudging him or something? . . . It was very, very frustrating. [ was like okay
then, I'm done. I'm leaving Canada. I'm going back to where I'm accepted. Like I
just felt so . . . I cried actually. Because it was so painful, really painful.

One participant clarified this hesitance to interpret such incidents as racist despite
experiences that might be considered clearly discriminatory in nature, saying:

I don't like to have the impression that someone might be doing anything out of
racist intentions, because of racist thinking or something. I don't want to think that
thought . . . I don't entertain that kind of thinking [about racism].

Thematic Cluster 7: Intrapersonal Factors (48 statements)
A further thematic cluster found to emerge from the experiences of the
participating international students highlights the attitudes and personal strengths of the

participants and their sense of agency regarding their cross-cultural transition. Themes
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found within this thematic cluster were: (a) personal strengths and characteristics, (b)

being proactive, and (c) dealing with living alone.

Personal characteristics/strengths. The personal strengths and characteristics of

these international students emerged as very important facilitative factors during their

cross-cultural transitions and seven out of nine participants provided data for this theme.

One of the assets perceived as most effective during cross-cultural transition by several

participants was maintaining a positive attitude to cope with the associated challenges.

One participant noted, “I think that's part of my adaptability. Instead of complaining all

the time it's like okay, I'm enjoying it and I like it.”” Other participants agreed with the

advantages of this perspective but noted that some international students tend to be

problem-focused, stating:

and

I like to be happy . . . I like to be an optimist about everything, positive about
everything going on. When things go wrong there's always a positive side to look
at, It's why I take it as a learning experience.

Yeah actually, I believe personally that the coin has two sides, so there should be
positive and negative sides. If you really want it to be good then take all of the
positive things, but people have the mentality to always capture the negative one
first.

Maybe the international population are oh, here the locals they just smile at you,
but they don't really care about you. . . . I choose not to believe that. I guess that's
just how I live my life. . . . It pays to live life with a little less negativity.

Attitude also extended into how these international students approached their

cross-cultural transition itself and their desire to experience and learn as much as possible

from this opportunity. A participant who had been in the host culture for about a year

stated excitedly, “It's like everything is possible!” while another concurred remarking:
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When I came here I came with the attitude that I want to learn, not from school,
no one likes school. I had the intention to learn about what people know about me
... as an Arab Muslim guy. . . . And coming here and seeing how people, like I
got lots of respect here from people and that made me want to learn more. . . . |
always want to hear what they have to say. . . . If I was still in [my home city]
growing up I would never have learned that.

This attitude influenced even practical aspects of the transition such as adjusting to the
local dialect, as exemplified in the quotation: “When I got here I found [the dialect] very
interesting. I don't like it when things are very rigid. Maybe at times just a little twist
makes it all the more interesting.”

Independence was also cited as an advantageous personal characteristic by
numerous participants. One student stated, “I'm an independent person, I don't like to rely
on other people or depend on others.” For some students this independence was fostered
throughout their lives:

I think I grew up very independent. We had very strict rules . . . but at a certain

age okay, you can now go to parties, you can go now, go out in the night. . . .

Mom wanted to know what were we doing, what we were up to, but nothing else.
Others described independence as thrust upon them through their cross-cultural transition
or other life experiences, noting, “It's not like I don't want to depend on people, I want to
depend on people but I can't. I have no choice . . . it's not what I want. I would like to
have a security blanket, right?” and:

It's not a discovery as much as you’ve got to be this way here. I've got no choice.

... When I came here I needed lots of questions answered [so] I had to stand up

and ask. . . . I would usually go for an easy way out with my family. . . . Here I

learned that, ask for something, ask for help when you need it.

Regardless of its source, these students agreed that independence was a beneficial

characteristic for the international student:
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I guess being independent from my family makes it a little bit easier for me to live
here by myself. I miss my family but I'm not like other people who cannot live
without them, I can. And I keep, I talk to my mom here almost four times a week.
And I talk to my husband almost every day, whenever he is online. But if I don't
talk to them for like three or four days, I'm okay.

Adaptability and temperament were further useful strengths endorsed by the
participants, who described flexibility as critical to a smooth transition:

I adapt to wherever I am very fast and 1 just. . . . Some people may not be that
easy. I know some of my friends that are like oh, this place is so boring, this place
dah, dah, dah, dah, dah. It’s not so boring . . . it depends on your character and
your . . . maybe your personality, yeah. How do you talk to people and how do
you see people and stuff. I guess, yeah, I think that's one of the factors that's very
important, like temperament or something. I happen to be like more sanguine, I'm
just happy and laughing. It's not too difficult for me to move around with people...
I'm very flexible.

I very easily adapt to new places. Like, for example, some girls from [my region]
they’re like, I found plantain but it's not like back home. It's not like the plantain
at home. And I’'m like but it's what we have and it’s plantain and it’s still . . . so
yeah it's different because it's a long way bringing from [South America]
sometimes, but it's what we have and we have to enjoy it, right?

Another international student believed an easygoing nature might have provided a buffer
for some of the problems associated with crossing cultures stating:

I don't have a lot of [challenges]. . . . Perhaps it's because I'm a simple person. I'm
not a very complicated person. I guess it's because of that personality. . . . That's
just part of my personality. And I like simpleness in life, I don't like complicated
things.

Participants also shared that tenacity and an adventurous spirit helped them
endure through more difficult times noting, “It seems that there's something that pushes
me to go through™ and:

I'm kind of like a dreamer and T will go after the thing I really want to do. And I'd

rather to take an adventure, like that kind of thing. I really care about what I really

like, what I really want to do. [ take it very seriously. . . . The reason I came here
is I want to feel more, I want to have more experiences.
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Finally, the benefit of past life experiences and skills was also highlighted. Being
older and more experienced than the average international student, for example, was
viewed as a considerable strength for one graduate student returning to academia from a
lengthy professional career:

I guess it's several things working together, like my age group. I'm older than the

other people, and I have some life experience and my language is a little bit better
than other people. I don't have problems with communication.

This student went on to add:
I think it is quite different if you're coming back to the University at an older age,
I’ve found that you're in a different place in your life and different place in your
development maybe than other students who are just starting off. I guess the
mentality is different. . . . [ benefit from my past experience.

Past academic experience was also highlighted as beneficial preparation for the

challenges of international study:
I came from . . . one of the best institutions in our country and also competitive in
all of South Asia. . . . One thing that is helpful is that we know how to bear a huge

load, that's one thing, because we're always under pressure over there. So that's
the best thing that helps you to overcome these issues here.

Being proactive. A further intrapersonal factor was the proactive approach these
participants took to their cross-cultural transition. Data from seven out of nine
participants comprised this theme. Many of these international students noted that it was
important to create the cross-cultural experiences they sought as sojourners rather than
passively waiting for these experiences to happen. One key area where being proactive
was espoused was in making cross-cultural contact with locals. Participants found
creative ways to expand their opportunities for such encounters by moving outside their

comfort zones and trying new things:
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I'm talking about real labour work that I did here like painting a house, . . .
gardening, carpentry, geez I’ve done everything. Like lots of those I would go for
them not because I want the money as much as I want the experience. You meet
lots of interesting people through that and that's where you meet the real
Newfoundlanders, which is amazing.

If we are here only as a student that identity will limit our circle of friends to
students only. . . . I get to know a lot of people of different professions. Although
most of them are retired, they have a lot more experience to share with me, right?
... And I get to know how people live here and everything.

It is also noteworthy that in creating opportunities to connect with locals and learn
about the host culture a number of students reported needing to go against cultural and/or
family expectations:

I doubt if you see many [Africans] who like to canoe, kayak and stuff. ['ve been
liking that! I've been canoeing, camping, hiking, snowshoeing, all this stuff. . . . I
like to do something different, not to do the same thing over and over.

I only worked for [a restaurant] as a cashier. That was a totally new experience in
my life. I've never done that before. My mom can't imagine that I chose the kind
of job at a minimum wage, right? Back home you're paid $100 for your work and
here it's $10. That's so different! But I really enjoyed that work because that was
the first time that I get to know a lot of younger people here.

Those odd jobs, they've been a major part of my learning experience. If I go back
home and tell my mom hey, I painted a house today, she wouldn’t be proud. . . .
She wouldn't be keen about the idea, but still I did it and I'm glad to do that. And |
think if one day my children, I will let them do that because that's the way to
connect with other people, to connect to different kinds of people. So that's, to me
that's amazing.

Several participants were clear that they believed the onus of seeking cross-
cultural experiences and opportunities to learn about the host culture was on the
international student, saying, “It really depends on you, on you as a person. I'm really
interested in culture so, you know, I'm asking questions all the time. As a consequence, |

know a lot about cultures,” and “I had a lot of chances but it depends on say . . . it
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depends on the students’ individual interests. . . . If] don't want to talk with other
peoples then I don't have any chance to learn many things.” From this point of view, it is
interesting that the participants who reported the most difficulty during their cross-
cultural transitions did not report efforts to be proactive in this regard. Moreover, there
was considerable overlap with this theme and that of immersion. Choosing to immerse
oneself in the local culture and community was a proactive decision on the part of
numerous participants.
Proactivity also extended into self-care and participants noted the importance of
international students voicing their needs and reaching out for help at times of struggle:
When you are completely new here nobody knows about you, right? If you have
any pain inside you, you need to tell it to somebody. Otherwise, you can’t expect
help from anybody. . . . It is you who needs to proceed forward. Otherwise, 1

personally think that you can’t adjust. . . . You need to tell them that ok, I’'m
feeling not well, I need to do this kind of thing, can you please help me?

In addition to seeking help from others, students endorsed a variety of self-care strategies
they used to maintain balance throughout their cross-cultural transitions, with seven out
of nine participants commenting on this area. Several international students spoke of the
importance of taking care of their physical health during a stressful time, with one
participant describing this as a realization during the early months of the sojourn:
To be very honest, wellness-wise I lived very unhealthy the first months here. Part
of that was the food on campus. . . . I did not do a lot of sports. And then I did this
... camping and a really big hike. And it totally shifted . . . it totally changed my
life [here], absolutely to the best. . . . I'm more happy since I'm physically more
active.

Other participants were aware of an increase in caring for their health since coming to the

host country noting, “Physical has been real good, because in [my country] I don't go to
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the gym, I barely have time to do all that kind of stuff. But here, I find you guys live a
very active life,” and “Physically I feel healthier. Because you have the cleanest water
here and the best air here.”

Attending to ones’ psychological wellness was also deemed important, and for
one student this included stepping beyond cultural biases regarding counselling services
to seek support during a particularly difficult time:

So you have got to go ask for help. And so that's where you come to, you say

okay, I've got to go to a counsellor, I’ve got to go somewhere that won't be

judgmental, that won't be judging of what I'm saying. . . . I was like okay, I really
need serious help.

Dealing with living alone. Finally, participants spoke of the challenges of
learning to live independently far away from family support and how difficult it was to
miss their home and loved ones. Some eight out of nine participants addressed this
challenge in their interviews. A number of international students spoke quite strongly
about the hardship of suddenly becoming responsible for all aspects of their lives, saying,
“Oh, it's brutal! . . . Yeah, really, really, really brutal” and “You must pay a lot to be a

'”

grown-up, but you must do it. But it's hard!” Some participants felt considerable pressure
to take care of any problems that arose on their own, avoiding parental involvement:
And now I really like take care of every single thing. . . . I won't tell them even if
I have some troubles. . . . If ] have a chance to chat with them I will tell them after
the thing has already happened. I will tell them what works out.
This experience of being alone without the supports they were accustomed to lead

participants to express a sense of vulnerability and stress while studying abroad. As one

long-time international student recounted, “It is a challenge, especially when you get
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sick. You would get sick for weeks and no one would ask, because no one has any
interest in asking” and:
I’m always out-of-control and I’'m living under a big pressure all the time. I’'m
here, I’'m all alone, all by myself and I have a lot of things to do. No one can help

me. . .. And you can’t tell your parents because they cannot help you and they
will worry about it. And they will make things worse.

Sometimes the simple presence of others was missed, as one participant shared saying,
“You know if you were back at home there would be somebody in the house, maybe your
siblings or something.” Another agreed with: “The house is really busy. You're always
talking, you're always shouting at someone. But now it's so quiet by myself.”

Individuals who described themselves as very close to their families, and from
cultures for whom contact with family is very important, spoke of the ongoing pain of
being separated regardless of whether they had lived independently before coming abroad
or the length of time they had lived in the host culture, saying, “What’s hard on me is
leaving your family and parents, all are living far, far away. . . . The hardest thing is to be
far away from your family” and:

I'm thankful for Skype but still. . . . It's different and it's hard I'd say. Small

moments are really important. . . . So it kind of hurts not being able to share those

small moments, especially when I see on Facebook like they were out there. Hey,

I like this restaurant, if only I could be there. . . . I would say that's the biggest

disadvantage for me, especially coming from a really close family.

This student went on to express how sometimes the sense of missing family can actually
be stronger on visits home when an international student realizes what they have

sacrificed in terms of their relationships. One student who had been in the host country

for a number of years described a sense of alienation from family:
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Lots of times I go back there and I sit down with my brothers and they would start

talking. Now I've been away for a long time, and they would have inside jokes.

And they would start joking and talking and I can't be part of that. . . . I'm like the

black duck.

Nevertheless, some participants were also aware of advantages associated with
living independently away from some distractions and obligations they might face at
home, noting, “I'm the youngest and . . . you really don't have a say so, but here I can
determine, I know that whatever I become is out of my own doing here. . . . The freedom
to choose what you want, yeah” and “We can just focus on our studying.”

Thematic Cluster 8: Personal Significance (56 statements)

Participant quotations found within this final thematic cluster focus on the personal
meaning the cross-cultural transition holds for each international student. Emerging
themes were: (a) living the life, (b) cultural fit/sense of belonging, (¢) ambassador role,
and (d) personal development. |

Living the life. The first theme of data found within this thematic cluster entails
how the study abroad experience allowed these international students to live the life they
want and comprises comments from eight of the nine participants. Participants were able
to accomplish goals or live in a way that could not be realized in the home culture. For
some graduate students this was related to furthering their education with the financial
support necessary to be successful: “It was peaceful because we can study here and take
money and don't need to think about money. We can just focus on our studying. It is good
in this way, from this view.” Some had also made substantial investments and sacrifices

to make their dream of studying abroad a reality, thus making the stakes for success

considerable:



INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS IN HOMOGENEOUS CULTURE 142

Before I came here I really worked very, very hard about this going abroad thing.
Because there are a lot of difficulties and troubles in the way . . . I really wanted
to go. So, my dream, I got it. That's one of the things I feel really, really proud of
[in] my life.

That's really gambling to go abroad. If T win, I win! If lose, I will lose all the
things - no money and I will feel terrible in front of my parents and a lot of people
maybe will have a joke about me. . . . So I really like here; they let me win.

There were enduring ideas of potential and freedom that participants described as
meaningful. These international students were excited by the sense of possibility they
associated with living and studying abroad and creating the life they want saying, “I will
continue travelling for the rest of my life because I love it so much. And like for me it has
something to do with freedom and being independent too” and “I just felt that over time,
maybe by the time I leave school, probably I will live the kind of life that I want to live
here.” Students also shared:

It's like everything is possible! I like that feeling! . . . Everything before was
desperate, but everything now has potential to be done. That's really great! I like
that feeling - hope. So I really appreciate it here, even in a hurricane, even the bus
strike, even you know things are so expensive than the hometown. But I really
like here.

Since I was young I always wanted to have things go my way, do things my way.
So I think coming here affords me the opportunity. I can live my life the way I
want to live it. . . . Yeah, I'm very happy.

One very interesting subset of participant comments within the theme /iving the
life involved some international students’ views of study abroad as a healing experience.
The participants who provided such quotations came from areas where there was a threat
to personal safety, where personal freedoms were perceived as somewhat limited, or who

had endured challenging personal experiences that left them vulnerable and seeking



INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS IN HOMOGENEOUS CULTURE 143

change. For these students study abroad was particularly meaningful in terms of quality
of life. As one student stated, “[The host institution] gave me this chance to restart my
life and I really appreciate it.” Participants also reported:

[In the host community] you find a very safe, quiet. . . . Yeah, dangers are
anywhere but you can, you can prevent them, right? But in [my home country],
some places are just crazy...you hear of people dying all the time. And, you
know, shooting people. . . . It's a beautiful country, it's a great country, beautiful
people, I love it. But here you are safe . . . and you feel it. You can go out with
your camera or jewellery, whatever you want to wear, and no one is going to steal
from you. . . . You know it can happen but it's not all the time.

Different communities’ families are living over there, they try to torture them;
they try to grab their land and properties; they try to rape their daughters and
wives; sometimes they kill them. And they force you to leave the country. . . . It’s
bad things, issues, yeah. And for that reason, people are leaving the country . . .
because if it continues in that way, you always want to live in peace.

One participant stated a common motivator for international study among this
group: “Peace and freedom, yeah. So, that’s one reason and . . . if your parents will live
over there, your parents always expected that you should leave the country, for your
betterment, for your future safety, for your freedom or whatever.” This student also spoke
of an underlying fear that issues related to religious and ethnic discrimination might also
arise in the host culture, noting that some people carry over discriminatory beliefs that
create divisions within the international student community and possibly the community
at large. This was particularly disheartening for this participant, who saw such concerns
as a threat to the peace sought in the host culture:

Whenever this kind of disrespect [of other cultures] is going on to you, then

probably there may develop some harmful things in your mind that will create

division in the population. That will create discrimination; that will create
fighting; that will create all those different things, all those different things that

we don’t want actually. We already say, I already told my wife we are here
because we want to live in peace, that’s the main target. That’s why we leave our
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country. But if we will find the same thing is happening here, then where will 1
go?

Cultural fit/sense of belonging. A further way in which participants found
personal significance during cross-cultural transition centred around a sense of belonging
and cultural fit within the host community. Indeed, a number of international students

who took part in this study conveyed a strong feeling of home and belonging, stating:

I would not know how to describe it because I don't feel like I'm an international.
The people here are very friendly, very, very friendly. I just feel like I've been
living here all my life, actually. . . . Like I've actually, I find myself living like a
townie, as we say here.

For the first half year, I felt  was a stranger here; I was a foreigner here. After
that, I felt I'm just part of Newfoundland. I don't feel like I'm singled out on the
bus, I don't feel like that. I'm just like other people.

When you come to a new place and you establish something, you've got a new
place to belong to. . . . When I left [the city where my family lives] it was like
okay, I'm going back home now. I'm going back to St. John's. Because now I do
feel that I belong to St. John's.

Contributing to this sense of belonging was a perception of good cultural fit
between the sojourners and the host culture and, in some cases, a contrasting lack of fit
with the home culture. A number of participants noted that their personalities or values in
key areas suited the host culture to a greater degree than the home culture. One
participant remarked that his more conservative personality and lifestyle was seen as dull
in his home culture but was accepted among those he spent time with in the host culture:

I guess I'm just different. I just live differently . . . do things in a very sort of
maybe reserved way. . . . Most [co-nationals] say I'm boring, but I find that when
I'm with a different sort of people I'm not boring. Actually I may be a little fun . . .
I don't need to be that kind of [person from my culture] that goes out, out, party,

party.
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For this participant in particular the host community and environment not only provided a
lifestyle that matched his interests but also became a symbol that allowed him to integrate
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