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Abstract
Using current research and literature, this project discusses the challenges that Chinese 
international students may have while they experience cultural adjustment in the United States. 
In addition, this project also examines strategies for Chinese international students to smooth the 
cultural transition during their stay in the United States. There is research about Chinese 
immigrants’ cultural transition and international students’ transitional periods. However, there is 
a very limited amount of research specifically on Chinese international students’ cultural 
adjustment in the United States. Educating the Chinese international students, educators and 
counselors in international institutions about the challenges o f cultural transition and the 
strategies to overcome the challenges may potentially help these students when they arrive in the 
United States. The application of this project is a presentation to international office personnel, 
counselors who work at university counseling centers and faculty members who have a large 
population of Chinese international students in their classrooms. The project also offers 
recommendations for any professionals who work to help Chinese international students to 
succeed in their study in a new educational system and a new culture.
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Strategies for Chinese International Students to Overcome the Challenges of
Studying in the United States 

As China rises as one of the major economies in the world, it has become increasingly 
involved in the wave of globalization and its citizens are seeking opportunities to receive a 
Western education (Institute of International Education, 2014b). The number of Chinese students 
who are coming to study in the United States has increased significantly in recent years. 
According to the statistics provided by the Institute of International Education (2014a), Chinese 
international students made up 18.5% of the total international student population between the 
years 2009 and 2010, and the percentage steadily grew to 21.8% between 2010 and 2011, and 
25.4% between 2011 and 2012 (Institute of International Education, 2014a). Between 2013 and 
2014, the Chinese international students made up 31.0% of the total population of international 
students in the US, making Chinese students the largest international student group in the US 
(Institute of International Education, 2014b).

Even though there is a rapid increase in Chinese international students studying in the 
United States, there is limited research about the adjustment of Chinese international students in 
this country. Adjusting to a new culture is one of the bigger adjustments that must be made when 
transitioning to college in a new country (Ye, 2006). Different strategies can lead to changes in 
behaviors that can help support the necessary psychological and sociological adaptations that 
these students must make (Bertram, Poulaski, Elasser, & Kumar, 2014). This project strives to 
answer the research question, “What strategies can be used to help Chinese international students 
ease the process of cultural adjustment in the mainstream American culture?” The results of this 
research offer valuable information for educators and counselors who are helping international 
Chinese students with their cultural adjustment process.
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According to Lillyman and Bennett (2014), benefits for international students studying 
abroad are immense. For the Chinese international students, studying abroad offers an exciting 
opportunity to mix with students and faculty from other countries, which may increase their level 
of confidence (Warring, 2010). In addition, students’ views are challenged as they experience 
personal development and become independent thinkers and agents for change (Lillyman & 
Bennett, 2014). Furthermore, due to the education they receive in the US, these students can 
become globally employable and leaders in their field when they return home (Campbell, 2010). 
There are many benefits to institutions hosting international students (Lillyman & Bennet, 2014). 
For the host institution, financial gain is one benefit. International students contributed 
approximately $27 billion to the US economy in 2013, an increase of $3 billion from the 
prior year (Institute of International Education, 2014b). Apart from financial gain, other 
benefits include an increased profile among international students, which can improve the 
understanding of cross-cultural communication for the host institution. In addition, international 
students can also get involved in the local Chinese life and the local community. This could help 
the institution become better connected to the local Chinese community.

When there is a large population of international students, it may internationalize the 
program and increase opportunities for international cooperation between different institutions 
from different countries. This is also a process of internationalization, and the internalization of 
the institution is likely to improve the international reputation and enhance international 
cooperation (Lillyman & Bennet, 2014).

L iterature Review
International students may experience cultural shock, among other challenges, while 

adapting to the host country (Arasaratnam & Doerfel, 2005; Hendrickson &Redmond, 2000;
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Hendrickson, Rosen, & Aune, 2011; Smith & Khwaja, 2011; Spencer-Rogers & McGovern, 
2002; Williams & Johnson, 2011).The process of cultural adjustment is viewed as a struggle for 
young Chinese international students in the United States (Flannery & Wieman, 1989; 
Hendrickson, Rosen & Aune, 2011; Jung, Hecht, & Wadsworth, 2007).

There is substantial research on Chinese immigrant students in the US but a limited number 
of research articles on international students in the US (Bennet, 2008; Kim, Chen, Huang & 
Moon, 2009; Yeh, 2003; Yeh, Okubo, Ma, Shea, Ou & Pituc, 2008; Zhang &Goodson, 2011). 
According to Ye (2006), international students are defined as a special group who live in a 
foreign country pursuing an educational goal. Unlike immigrants, the majority of international 
students plan to go back home after they finish their degree. The current research on international 
students focuses on their challenges including language barriers, cultural shock, social support, 
and cultural adjustment (Lee, 2013; Swagler & Ellis, 2003;Ye, 2006;).

The research on Chinese immigrant students offers insights about the process of cultural 
adjustment for the Chinese international students. The Chinese immigrant students, especially 
those who have arrived in the US recently, may have many similarities with the Chinese 
international students in terms of previous cultural experience, their identity with the Chinese 
culture, and language (Tsai, Ying & Lee, 2000). However, these two groups differ in that 
immigrant students may arrive with their family and are allowed to work in the United States. 
They may feel there is a need to establish a long-term relationship with the mainstream 
American culture, whereas international students may be curious about the culture but not 
necessarily intend to stay in the US. To some extent, it can be argued that Chinese international 
students may have difficulties, such as being away from families, lack of social support, and 
experiences of cultural shock (Ye, 2006).
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There is a lack of research specifically focused on Chinese international students. 
However, due to the similarities between Chinese international students and first generation 
Chinese immigrant students, the findings in the literature can, at times, be generalized to Chinese 
international students (Tsai, Ying & Lee, 2000). Studies have been implemented to investigate 
the variables that may influence the process of acculturation in Chinese immigrant students.
These variables include language proficiency, age, social support, family support, cultural 
differences, and years of stay in the host country. In the study of Chinese immigrant students, the 
research has also focused on the special characteristics of the Chinese culture and the potential 
identity crisis between the Chinese culture and American culture (Kwan & Sodowsky, 1997). 
Theoretical Fram ework

The theoretical framework for this project was developed by Gudykunst and Hammer 
(1984). Gudykunst and Hammer developed a theory to describe the relationship between 
uncertainty reduction and intercultural adaptation. The descriptors they use include the similarity 
between the host culture and the native culture. They proposed that cultural similarity (in essence, 
a short cultural distance) produces more accuracy for sojourners’ ability to predict and explain 
the host culture’s behaviors. According to their work, such an ability is beneficial in developing 
and maintaining interpersonal relationships in the host culture and reducing culturally related 
stress. Furthermore, such similarity often reduces the amount of anxiety experienced by 
international visitors (Redmond, 2000).

Remond and Bunyi (1993) investigated the relationship among intercultural communication 
competence and the amount of stress that is experienced in the process, and how well the stress is 
handled. Their research found out there is a significant difference in reporting stress among 
people from different cultural countries. They argued that the differences in the cultural values
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have an impact on an individual’s stress in intercultural communication. They proposed that 
“the distance between the cultural values of the host country, and that of the native country might 
modulate the effects of intercultural competence on stress” (Remond, 2000, p.152).
Definitions

The terms listed below are used throughout the literature review and are defined as 
follows:

Acculturation. Acculturation is a bi-dimensional process, which is defined as “the dual 
process of cultural and psychological change that takes place as a result of contact between two 
or more cultural groups and their individual members” (Berry, 2005, p.698).

Acculturative stress. When individuals undergo excessive physical and psychological 
changes in their lives resulting from acculturation, this process may cause a unique stress, which 
is called acculturative stress (Ye, 2006).

Cultural adaptation. Cultural adaptation is the process of altering one’s behavior to fit 
in with a changed environment or circumstances when encountering a different culture (Ward, 
2001).

Cultural adjustm ent. Cultural adjustment refers to the general concept of well-being, 
which is an affective evaluation of one’s life situation when one encounters a different culture 
(Ward, 2001).

Point o f  clarification. According to the definitions, acculturation, cultural adjustment, 
and cultural adaptation look at the changes in different aspects experienced by an individual 
when he or she encounters a new culture. However, there are major similarities across the three 
terms, which are all universally about the changes that an individual experiences when
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encountering a new culture. Therefore, acculturation, cultural adjustment and cultural adaptation 
are often used interchangeably.

Cultural shock. Cultural shock is defined as the anxiety experienced as the result of 
losing the familiar signs and symbols that are a part of social interactions (Lillyman & Bennet, 
2014).

Host culture. Host culture refers to the culture of contact, the culture in which 
individuals from different cultures are now a part of as international students (Ward & Kennedy, 
1994). (For Chinese international students addressed in this study, the host culture would be the 
American culture.)

Intercultural competence. Intercultural competence is a set of cognitive, affective, and 
behavioral skills and characteristics that support effective and appropriate interactions in a 
variety of cultural contexts. (Bennet, 2008).

National culture. Ward and Kennedy (1994) differentiated the origin culture, which they 
referred to as the national culture. (For the Chinese international students, the national culture 
would be the Chinese culture.)
Adaptation Variables

Adaptation is viewed as a dynamic shift in personal identification (Tran, 2011). Cultural 
adaption is perceived as a process that enhances international student’s intercultural 
communication competence. The process is a dual process including cultural and psychological 
change. Students often report that adapting is a positive experience, however the process may be 
challenging (Lillyman & Bennet, 2014).

Based on the literature addressing both international students and Chinese immigrants, 
the prominent adaptation variables that influence Chinese international students’ ability to adapt
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to life in the US include (a) cultural distance, (b) cultural shock, (c) social support, (d) stress and 
anxiety, (e) language barriers, and (f) classroom transition. In addition, Wilton and Constantine 
(2003) studied the relationships among length of stay in the U.S., cultural adjustment difficulties, 
and psychological distress in a sample of Asian and Latin American students attending college in 
the U.S. Their findings suggested the length of stay in the US is negatively associated with 
acculturative stress. Both Asian and Latin American students who had resided in the U.S. for 
longer periods tended to report lower levels of distress in adjusting to U.S. cultural norms. These 
students may also have more established social support networks than individuals who have 
recently immigrated into the US (Tsai et al.,2000). Wilton and Constantine also suggested that 
there is relationship between acculturative stress and psychological health. When acculturative 
stress interplays with other stressors such as financial difficulties and academic pressure, this 
could trigger mental health problems.

Cultural distance. Redmond (2000) reported that students might experience different 
levels of stress, when encountering different cultures. Four dimensions of culture are identified: 
power distance, uncertainty avoidance, individualism/collectivism, and masculinity/femininity. 
The differences of the four dimensions between cultures are called “cultural distance.”

According to Redmond (2000), power distance represents the degree to which members 
of a culture accept that institutions and organizations have power. Uncertainty avoidance refers 
to the degree to which members of a culture feel uncomfortable with ambiguity and uncertainty. 
Individualist cultures place higher emphasis on individual goals; collectivist cultures place 
higher emphasis on group goals. Redmond used masculinity as a descriptor of those cultures that 
have “preference for achievement, heroism, assertiveness and material success” (Redmond, 2000,
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p.152). On the other hand, femininity cultures emphasize the importance of relationships, caring 
for the weak, and the quality of life.

Redmond (2000) argued that these dimensions reflect “patterns of thinking, feeling and 
acting” (p.152). Therefore, they play an important role in intercultural interactions. Gudykunst 
and Tingtoomey (1988) reported that cultural variability strongly affects social relationships. For 
example, they stated that members from high uncertainty avoidance cultures perceive their 
relationships to be more personal than low uncertainty avoidance cultures. Such a difference may 
affect intercultural interactions for individuals from two extremes of cultures. For instance, a 
member from a femininity culture may perceive someone from masculine culture as adopting an 
excessively assertive style of communication, even though the assertive style communication is 
considered a norm in the masculine culture. Redmond (2000) reported that the greater the 
differences in these four dimensions, the more difficulties individual members of a culture may 
experience when living in another culture.

The greater the distance between the native culture and the host culture, the more difficult 
it may be for the students to have accurate predictions and interpretations of the behaviors in the 
host culture (Redmond & Bunyi, 1993). For Chinese international students who study in the US, 
the cultural distance between Chinese culture and American culture is relatively far, and their 
acculturative stress may be high (Redmond, 2000; Yan & Berliner, 2009).

C ultural shock. The ethnographic descriptions of Chinese and American culture differ 
immensely in their cultural orientations. “Chinese culture has been described as emphasizing 
interpersonal relationships, the collective, obedience to authority, and emotional moderation and 
control” (Tsai, Ying, & Lee, 2000, p.304). On the other hand, the mainstream American culture 
is described as rugged individualism, defiance of authority, and open emotional expression (Tsai
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et al., 2000). For Chinese international students, when encountering a culture vastly different 
from their own, it is inevitable that they will experience cultural shock. According to Sobre- 
Denton and Hart (2008), cultural shock is difficult to assess and includes a period of time 
mourning one’s own culture, which is related to the level of “homesickness” that an international 
student experiences.

The cultural adaptation process can be argued as a never ceasing process. For example, 
according to Tsai et al. (2000), the Chinese immigrants who have stayed in the United States for 
more than a decade may experience a cultural identity crisis, as they are legally considered 
American citizens but perceived as an outsider or a foreigner in their own country (Sue & Sue, 
2013). However, Chinese international students are legally considered “aliens”, and they identify 
themselves as foreigners in the US; therefore, there is less of an identity crisis for Chinese 
international students. However, the process of cultural adjustment never stops for either group, 
because it is a constant reality that they live in the US, a foreign country whose culture is vastly 
different from their own. However, some students reported viewing cultural shock as a positive 
experience; it is then interesting to consider how they view their own identity in a foreign 
country while being treated as a foreigner, which has a negative meaning in the English language 
(Lillyman & Bennet, 2014; Pan, Wong, & Ye, 2013).

Social support. Kashima and Loh (2006) found in their research that Asian international 
student’s acculturation to Australia was significantly influenced by their personal ties with 
international, co-national, and local Australian students. Kashima and Loh divided international 
students’ friendship patterns into three categories or networks. First, the mono-cultural network 
refers to the close friendships with other co-national international students, which is comprised 
of the primary social network for international students. Second, the bicultural network is a
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network of academics, students and advisors. The bicultural network is the international students’ 
secondary network. Third, the multicultural network is categorized as a network connected to 
other internationals living in Australia. The co-national ties help international students stay 
connected with their cultural heritage. The bicultural network aims to assist international 
students function academically, and the multicultural network is for entertainment and 
recreational purposes. Due to the short cultural distance between Australia and the US, the 
experiences of international students in Australia might be similar to that of Chinese 
international students in the US.

Kashima and Loh (2006) argued that social ties seen in the various networks play an 
important role in helping newcomers’ psychological adjustment, or emotional wellbeing and 
satisfaction during the cultural transition. For example, they found out that strong ties with co
nationals offer psychological support and help the newcomers with a cultural identity related to 
their own cultural heritage. Their findings also suggested that bicultural network and 
multicultural network enhanced newcomers’ social learning in a new culture.

Kosic, Kruglanski, Pierro, & Mannetti (2004) reported that Asian international students 
face a greater task of learning about interpersonal norms. Their study indicated that international 
students with more local and international ties seem to more easily adapt to the new culture, 
whereas those who have more co-national ties, but less international ties seem to have difficulties 
with cultural adjustment.

Social support can help international students to ease their psychological stress, which 
might present as depression, hopelessness and even suicidal ideation (Flannery &Wieman, 1989; 
Yang & Clum, 1994). According to Ye (2006), students who have more social support, such as 
traditional and online social support, experience lower acculturative stress.
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According to Ye (2006), individual international students may experience different levels 
of acculturative stress. In general, the longer cultural distance between the original culture and 
host culture, the higher level of cultural distress (Furnham & Bochner, 1982; Yang & Clum,
1994). Among all international students studying in the United States, Asian international 
students need to put greater efforts into the adaption process due to larger cultural distance (Ye, 
2006). Based on the framework provided by Redmond (2000), in terms of the four dimensions of 
cultural distance, the United States and other western European cultures are at extremes of 
individualism, whereas Asian countries including Indonesia, South Korea and China show a 
strong collectivist orientation (Lustig & Koester, 2003). Ye argued that this indicated there are 
basic differences in cultural values. Studies show that there are some depression samples in 
Asian international students (Choi, 1997; Shin, 1994). Those students who hold unrealistic high 
expectations about their competence and their lives in the United States may suffer from a deep 
sense of loss accompanied with painful feelings of inferiority (Sandhu, 1995).

Stress and anxiety. According to Yeh (2003), previous researchers have studied specific 
concerns about Asian immigrant youths. For example, Asian immigrant youth had high 
expectations about the host country before they came to the United States. However, after they 
arrived in the U.S., their expectations were not always met and consequently they often felt 
disappointed (Homma-True, 1997; Uba, 1994). Furthermore, when high expectations are not met, 
young Asian immigrant youth may experience depression, disappointment, resentment, and 
cultural shock (Yeh, 2003). Before their arrival in the US, many Chinese international students 
have high expectations for their life in the US. They may experience similar emotions if their 
expectations are not met (Ye, 2006).
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According to Lillyman and Benett (2014), international students experience a mix of 
excitement and anxiety when they first arrive in the host country. According to Brown and 
Holloway (2008), moving to a new environment is often one of the most traumatic events in a 
person’s life. For international students who move to the US, the transition is significant and they 
are in great need of support to smooth the transition. Because Chinese international students are 
new to the host country, and their plan of staying in the country is temporary, they could 
experience homesickness (Tsai et al., 2000).

International students who choose to study in the US may face various other stressors in 
the host country (Lillyman & Benett, 2014; Kim & Kim, 2010). For most international students, 
the decision to study abroad generally involves a large personal, social, and financial investment. 
Therefore, the international students may feel the pressure to succeed as a result of this 
investment. It could be more challenging for international students who have language barriers 
than their American counterparts to complete an undergraduate degree (Hendrikson, Rosen & 
Aune, 2011; Jung, Hecht, & Wadsworth, 2007). The challenge and the pressure may cause 
anxiety for some international students.

Asian Americans are perceived as the role model ethnic minority in the mainstream 
American culture. Often it is assumed that Asian Americans are free from psychological 
problems (Sue & Sue, 2013; Yeh, 2003). However, Wilton and Constantine (2003) reported that 
Asian Americans tend to downplay their psychological problems due to the shame attached to 
seeking counseling for mental health problems. Asian Americans may present their difficulties in 
academic and career choices when seeking help from counselors. The real problems beneath the 
surface may be academic pressure and other psychological problems that they try not to speak 
about in their lives (Wilton & Constantine, 2003).
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Findings have suggested that acculturation is related to mental health (Jung et.al., 2007; 
Yeh, 2003). International students may experience anxieties and pressures when they study in a 
foreign country. When these anxieties and pressures exceed the normal level, the students may 
have mental health issues.

Language barrier. The English language was identified as a major problem for sojourner 
adjustment (Church, 1982; Ying, 1996). English proficiency is significantly related to academic 
success and social adjustment for international students (Flannery & Wieman, 1989). Proficiency 
in the English language plays a most important role in predicting positive learning outcomes 
(Karuppan & Barari, 2011). Lack of English proficiency may cause international students to 
experience social anxiety and confusion (Redmond, 2000). For Chinese male students, this may 
be more challenging due to their fear of disappointment when making mistakes. A language 
deficiency may cause lack of participation in the classroom on the international students’ part. 
Furthermore, the language barrier can be a factor that contributes to the social isolation of 
Chinese international students in the host country (Karuppan & Barari, 2011).

According to Bertram and colleagues (2014), English proficiency is reported as one of the 
constant stressors during the acculturative process. Their study reported that linguistic deficiency 
was perceived as the major block for the Chinese international students to participate in social 
engagement and led them to miss social situations (Spencer-Rogers & McGovern, 2002).
Chinese international students also reported feeling disconnected from their environment and 
surroundings due to language barriers and different life experiences (Huang, 2012).

According to Lee (2013), a language barrier is considered one of the critical factors that 
hinder international students’ academic adjustment. For example, limited English proficiency 
evident in international students’ reading, writing, listening and speaking skills may affect the
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quality of scholarly writing produced by international students. In addition, international students 
may require more time for reading and writing, which may interfere with their academic 
performance if the exam is set to be finished within a limited time. Also, language deficiency 
may cause international students to doubt their success in their programs (Lin& Yi, 1997).

Speaking with an accent is another factor that affects international students’ ability to 
function in social and academic settings. Based on an accent, listeners will evaluate the speaker’s 
competence, social status, social attractiveness, personality, and similarity to the listener (Gile, 
1970). In addition, Fuertez, Potere, and Ramirez (2002) pointed out that a nonnative accent can 
lead to stereotyping and discrimination on the listeners’ part, whereas listeners associate a 
standard English accent with higher social status, intelligence and education. Lee (2013) reported 
that accented speech immediately causes the listener to downgrade the speaker. Furthermore, 
speakers with nonnative accents “tend to experience less social belongings and less confidence in 
social interactions” (Lee, 2013, p. 62).

Classroom transition. Classroom transition refers to “experiences of acute frustration, 
confusion and anxiety experienced by students who are exposed to unfamiliar learning and 
teaching methods, bombarded by unexpected and disorienting cues, and subjected to ambiguous 
and conflicting expectations” (Grinfiths, Winstanley, & Gabriel, 2005, p. 275). Chinese 
international students may experience these frustrations transitioning to classrooms in the US due 
to the cultural and educational differences between China and the US (Karuppan & Barari, 2011). 
For example, Chinese students view their professors as authority figures in their fields (Huang, 
2012). They may not feel comfortable challenging the opinions of their professors. In addition, 
discussion in the classroom among the students is not a familiar teaching style for Chinese 
students, because in the Chinese culture it is considered impolite to constantly talk about
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personal opinions. Furthermore, the topics in the discussions are more relevant to American 
culture, which might be less relevant to the Chinese students (Huang, 2012; Yan & Berliner,
2009).

Huang (2012) reported on the various aspects of classroom transition that Chinese 
international students experienced in the classroom learning environment in the US. First, 
Chinese international students feel uncomfortable participating in classroom discussions, asking 
questions in class, and having critical arguments (Durkin, 2011). Furthermore, many American 
instructors indicated frustrations in engaging Chinese international students in classroom 
activities. The teaching strategies that worked well with American students seemed ineffective 
with Chinese international students (Gu, 2011).

Transitioning into new classrooms may be included as a type of cultural shock. According 
to the literature, there are two types of suggestions to smooth the transition into the American 
classroom (Huang, 2012). One suggestion stated that classroom discussions may not be suitable 
for Chinese international students, whereas others argue that it takes time for Chinese 
international students to adjust to a student-centered learning style that emphasizes classroom 
discussions and critical thinking. Studies suggest that Chinese international students feel more 
comfortable with classroom participation after a longer period of adjustment (Gu, 2011).

Huang (2012) argued that classroom transition also involves other factors. For example, 
when Chinese international students take classes in the US, their familiar learning context is lost. 
Therefore, Chinese international students may have to spend more time and make more efforts to 
synthesize information and develop new knowledge to resolve their cognitive conflicts than their 
American counterparts in order to effectively participate in classroom activities (Huang, 2012).
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Furthermore, the content of learning materials, especially for the social sciences, is likely to be 
more relevant to American culture (Zhao & Bourne, 2011).

Huang (2012) and Parris-Kid and Barnet (2011) argue that unfamiliarity with the learning 
environment may discourage the learner from participating in classroom discussions. Learning in 
a foreign environment involves the learners’ prior knowledge about cultural taboos, social 
expectations, learning approaches and the subject matter. What is common sense for learners 
from the mainstream American culture may be novel to Chinese international students (Huang, 
2012).
Possible Solutions and Recommendations

The literature review above covers the challenges that Chinese international students 
encounter while studying in the US. Relevant literature also proposed possible solutions to the 
challenges that Chinese international students face. The recommendations include helping with 
language barriers, increasing social support, advocacy to improve living conditions in the US, 
seeking counseling services, and smoothing the classroom transition.

Recommendations for helping with language barriers. Many Chinese international 
students find it difficult to communicate in English when they first arrive in the US (Brown & 
Holloway, 2008). English is taught as a foreign language in China. Many Chinese international 
students may not feel comfortable enough to speak English in various situations. Secondly, the 
variables that influence acculturation are often interwoven together. For example, social contact 
with the English native speakers may help improve a student’s English and ease the process of 
acculturation. Alternatively, limited English may cause anxiety for Chinese students when 
communicating with native speakers.
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In order to be successful with their academic study in the U S, international students need 
to have sufficient language proficiency to complete their programs in English. Educators play an 
important role in assisting international students to overcome language barriers (Lee, 2013).
First, educators should acknowledge their own biases toward imperfect English. Accented 
English does not indicate any deficiency in English or low level of intelligence (Skow & Stephen, 
1999). Lee (2013) reported that one way to increase the tolerance of accented English is to invite 
speakers with various accents and cultural backgrounds to give presentations in their field. 
International students may think it inspirational that someone from a similar background is 
successful in their field (Lee, 2013). In addition, educators need to be more patient and learn 
about the differences in communication styles, word choice and nonverbal expressions. For 
example, Chinese international students may spontaneously translate from their native language 
to English, which may have completely different connotations in the English language. Lee 
described a Taiwanese graduate student’s reply to her supervisor’s question, “How are you 
feeling?” after she failed her comprehensive exam. Her reply was “I want to die!” This answer 
was shocking for her supervisor who suspected the student had suicidal ideation. However, “I 
want to die!” is an expression of frustration in the Chinese language.

Increase social contact. According to Pan and colleagues (2013), establishing a social 
network in the host country can contribute to international students’ personal growth. For 
example, exposure to a new culture offers an opportunity to enhance intercultural 
communication skills and intercultural competence. In addition, Gill (2007) reported that 
reconstructing social networking in the host country significantly improved international students 
communication skills and developed their interpersonal skills. The experience of interacting with
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different educational and cultural environments helps international students function effectively 
both in the host and home countries (Gu, Schweisfurth, & Day, 2010).

According to Kashima and Loh (2006), social contact with the local people would help the 
newcomers to adapt to the new culture. However, American students might not be interested in 
making friends with international students due to negative stereotypes (William & Johnson, 
2011). These prejudices or stereotypes can be changed when American students make social 
contacts with the ethnic groups or make friends with individuals from that ethnic group 
(Williams & Johnson, 2011).

However, social contact is not limited to social interactions with American students. 
According to Swagler and Ellis (2003), Taiwanese international students reported that missing 
family, friends, and their Taiwanese social network was a source of stress in the United States. 
They expressed their emotional distress resulting from constantly speaking in a foreign language 
in an immersed environment. However, according to their study, students who have Taiwanese 
friends and interaction with American students reported the most satisfaction with their studying 
experience in the US. According to their research, the better adjusted individuals seem to have 
both contacts with their Taiwanese friends and American friends (Swagler & Ellis, 2003).

Lowinger and colleagues (2014) proposed to offer social platforms to help Chinese 
international students reduce their acculturative stress. International personnel may help 
organize inside and outside events to help international students mingle with other international 
students and students in the host country. Through direct social contact, both sides can 
understand each other better. According to Sue and Sue (2013), biases and discrimination can be 
reduced when people from different cultural backgrounds do activities together. Through events
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inside and outside the campuses, international students can get to know more people and 
improve their language skills and intercultural competence.

Counseling services. Offering counseling services could be one of the solutions or supports 
that can be offered to assist Chinese international students to smooth their cultural adjustment 
(Swagler & Ellis, 2003). However, there is a paradox for offering counseling services for 
Chinese international students. Chinese students are less likely to seek counseling treatment than 
their American counterparts, other than for somatic disorders (Lin &Yi, 1997). Asian Americans 
seem to mix mental health and physical discomfort (Sue & Sue, 2013). Furthermore, 
international students are reluctant to seek counseling services unless they are in a crisis 
(Swagler & Ellis, 2003).

When counseling individual Chinese international students, the counselors may consider 
various factors that may influence the therapeutic relationship. According to Leong (1986), when 
counseling Asian Americans, counselors should pay specific attention to client and therapist 
variables. For example, client variables include the clients’ class background, linguistic 
background, and language proficiency. As for therapist variables, those could be the therapists’ 
own cultural biases and prejudices against Asian Americans, lack of intercultural skills and 
training biases (Sue & Sue, 2013; Tyler, Susswell, & Williams, 1985).

Wilton and Constantine (2003) also suggested a solution to increase the chance for 
international students seeking counseling services. For example, the university counseling center 
may advocate for international students. Wilton and Constantine also suggested the university 
counseling center should consider hiring ethnic minority counselors to add ‘face value’ in order 
to gain trust from ethnical minority students.
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Suggestions for smoothing the classroom transition. One of the stressors that interplay 
with acculturative stressors is academic stress. Lowinger and colleagues (2014) recommended 
that colleges establish programs that help improve students’ academic self-efficacy. Studies 
suggest that Chinese international students have confidence in their professional performance but 
English hinders their verbal expression of their knowledge of the subject (Lee, 2013; Swagler & 
Ellis, 2003). Instructors are encouraged to use a variety of assessment tools to help international 
students feel less linguistic stress and improve their academic self-efficacy.

Kwok and Arpan (1994) reported that the internationalization of curriculum generally 
takes longer than the internationalization of campuses. Therefore, international students 
generally are expected to be the ones to adapt to the changes. Practical strategies for Chinese 
international students to adapt to the host country are helpful. However, studies also suggest that 
forcing Chinese international students to adopt the western values and approaches is not a 
consistently effective solution for them (Zhou, Topping, & Jindal-Snape, 2011).

Some scholars proposed institutional reform to better serve the diverse student population. 
Recommendations are proposed for program planners, mentors, and faculty members to discuss 
international students’ personal development and adaptation to the new environment. In addition, 
support systems can be built into a mentoring culture to openly discuss the struggles that Chinese 
international students are likely to be experiencing. Furthermore, a mentoring culture may also 
include faculty mentoring, peer mentoring, and role model mentoring. The combination of 
mentoring systems may help the newcomers to foresee the possible specific needs from that 
country (Huang, 2012). The newcomer may draw some experiences from the mentoring system 
and can take preventative actions to solve some of the challenges they may encounter in the 
future.
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Huang (2012) also argued that faculty members who teach or supervise Chinese 
international students may offer more factual information, culturally sensitive learning cues and 
more time and space for international students to participate in classroom activities and 
discussions. This reciprocal teaching and learning process can help the faculty members and the 
students to adapt to each other’s teaching and learning strategies (Zhou, Topping, & Jindal- 
Snape, 2011). In addition, the instructors may adapt easier to future international students’ 
learning needs based on their experience with previous international students that they have had.

Advocacy. International students have limited influence over the host society due to their 
immigrant status and their newness to the social system of the host country (Williams & Johnson, 
2011). There is ample evidence that indicates having unfavorable relations with the citizens of 
the host country has serious consequences on the psychological well-being of international 
students (Leong &Chou, 1996; Paige, 1990). Although changing the stereotype against foreign 
students may not be easy, counselors and international office personnel may advocate or give 
statistics about the economic contributions that international students give to the US economy. 
The perceived threat, according to Spencer-Rogers and McGovern (2002), is that citizens of the 
host country see international students as threat to scholarships and competitors in the job market. 
However, the majority of international students in the US (77%) had tuition fees paid by their 
family members in their home countries and the majority return to their own countries after they 
finish their study in the US (Spencer-Rogers & McGovern, 2002).

Financial stressors and career concerns are challenges that Chinese international students 
face while studying in the US (Lee, 2013). Unlike other countries, such as the UK and Australia, 
which give international students a 20 hour work permit, the United States only authorizes 
international students to work on campus. This significantly reduces the employment
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opportunities for international students, which could make them financially vulnerable when 
something unexpected happens at home.

According to Lee (2013), the international office and international student body could 
offer guidance for international students applying for their limited financial aid programs even 
though the majority of financial aid programs and scholarships are only open to American 
students. In addition, some studies indicated that teaching assistantships are preferentially 
offered to domestic students due to international students’ English deficiency (Kim & Kim,
2010). Lee (2013) suggested that by considering international students’ eligibility for 
assistantships, the faculty member could promote their academic success and count on this 
population for their dedication and creativity when needed. Apart from offering guidance, 
international personnel can advocate for international students, pointing out the benefits that 
Chinese international students bring to the US, and influence the legislation to entitle more 
freedom for Chinese international students. This could include a 20-hour work permit per week, 
which could also be a way for the international students to have increased social contact with 
mainstream American society.

Furthermore, there are strict legal restrictions on international students doing internships in 
the US. International students go through a CPT (Curricular Practical Training) application, 
which requires complicated paperwork. If an international student does an internship for more 
than a year, he or she will lose the opportunity to work in the US after they graduate. Even if 
international students are allowed to apply for jobs in the US, most jobs are only open to US 
citizens or permanent residents. Furthermore, international students are only allowed to work in 
the US for one year. They need to apply for OPT (Optional Practical Training) if they intend to
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apply for jobs in the US. Compared with Canada, the UK and other western countries, the US 
has the strictest legal restrictions on international students working in the US (Lee, 2013). 
Changing the overwhelmingly strict legal restrictions on international students is unlikely to 
happen unless some organizations in the US have political influence or international students’ 
voices are heard. The advocacy cannot be done effectively by international students themselves 
due to their non-immigrant status, which puts them in a powerless and vulnerable position in the 
political world of the US.
F urther Research

The extent of cultural shock may be different for the European international students and 
Asian students due to different cultural and linguistic backgrounds (Smith & Khawaja, 2011). 
When applying the research of international students and Chinese immigrant students to the 
Chinese international students, caution is needed. Further research may be required to investigate 
Chinese international students to see whether the findings of other groups can be verified.

The literature in this paper is about Chinese international students in general. However, 
within this group, Chinese international students majoring in different disciplines may have 
individual needs. For example, the challenges of engineering students may be different from 
international students who major in clinical psychology or counseling (Lee, 2013). Furthermore, 
Chinese international students from different social and economic backgrounds may view their 
experiences differently in the United States and hence their challenges could also be different 
(Swagler & Ellis, 2003). Future research could be conducted studying the variations within the 
group of Chinese international students.
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Intended Audience
The intended audience for this project includes faculty members who have Chinese 

international students in their classrooms and counselors working in mental health centers or 
counseling centers located on college campuses or international offices. The research may 
provide relevant information about the challenges the Chinese international students may 
encounter when they are in the US. In addition, the research offers possible directions for 
programs or projects that aim to help the Chinese international students ease the transitional 
period in the US. The project offers valuable information for the international offices or schools 
or university mental health centers regarding what they might do to help the international 
Chinese students better prepare for the challenges or create a better idea of what their life will be 
like when they first arrive in the US. Offering a clear vision of the possible challenges the 
students may encounter can help the students find better solutions to the challenges when they 
are away from home and studying in a foreign country.

Basic Application or Product 
The application for this project is a presentation for educators and counselors who work 

with diverse groups, specifically Chinese international students. Due to the cultural differences 
between China and US, it is important for the counselors and educators to understand the culture 
and challenges that the Chinese international students may encounter during their stay in the US. 
In addition, when problems are clearly identified, it helps the educators and counselors work 
together to help the students overcome the possible problems or difficulties.

This project aims to educate educators and counselors about the specific challenges that 
Chinese international students may face. This project may also raise awareness of specific needs 
of Chinese international students for international office personnel and faculty members working
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with Chinese international students studying in the US. This project will also discuss the possible 
help that they may offer when working with Chinese international students.

The content of the presentation is a summary of the literature reviewed in this project.
By understanding the needs and challenges of Chinese international students, faculty members 
and international office personnel may not only empathize with Chinese international students, 
but also this presentation may give them insight about how to better help Chinese international 
students succeed academically and function better in their daily lives. This presentation also 
offers suggestions for how to improve the cooperation between the Chinese international student 
body and international office to help Chinese international students. For example, when there is a 
large population of Chinese international students at a university, the university international 
office can give a specific orientation for this group. In addition, the international office can 
cooperate with Chinese international student body and university counseling center to have a 
psychoeducational group on campus to give social support for the new students.

Conclusion
The literature review in this paper offers a comprehensive description of the challenges 

that Chinese international students face during their stay in the US. The literature review covers a 
wide array of challenges that Chinese international students may experience. The literature offers 
support for the acculturative stress that they experience. For example, the description of cultural 
distance offers an explanation for the cultural shock that Chinese international students may 
experience when they encounter the mainstream American culture. Furthermore, the detailed 
description of cultural shock, stress and anxiety that Chinese international students may 
experience gives educators, international office personnel, and counselors working at university
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counseling centers a more clear idea of what the Chinese international students’ life is like 
during their stay in the US.

Discussions of social support and how social support may have a positive influence on 
international students can guide the people who work with Chinese international students to offer 
platforms for Chinese international students to establish their network and social support in the 
new environment. Through the platforms or events that aim to increase opportunities for Chinese 
international students to interact with people from various backgrounds, Chinese international 
students may realize the importance of establishing social support. At the same time, their 
intercultural competence may be significantly improved as well.

Finally, issues such as language barriers and classroom transition may offer insight on 
the educators’ side about the reformation of curriculum to better suit the needs of Chinese 
international students. While helping international students to improve their language proficiency, 
educators at the same time may understand that native-speaker fluency can rarely be achieved. 
Therefore, accented and imperfect English should be acceptable for educators. At the same time, 
curriculum design and classroom activities should be designed to cater to the needs of Chinese 
international students so their full potential can be reached in the new educational system.

In conclusion, the comprehensive literature review and discussions of possible strategies 
may help people in the tertiary educational setting, international office personnel and counselors 
working on university counseling centers to better understand the needs of Chinese international 
students and consequently better prepared to help Chinese international students to succeed in a 
new culture.
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Appendix 1: Project Product l(Presentation)

St r a t e g ie s  f o r  Ch in e s e

INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS TO 
OVERCOME t h e  c h a l l e n g e s  OF 
s t u d y in g  in  t h e  u n it e d  sta te s

A presentation to professionals who work with 
Chinese international students

by Yuerong Chen

In t r o d u c t i o n  a n d  De s c r i p t i o n  o f  Ne e d s

o Statistics about Chinese International Students 

o The Benefits for International Students 

o The Benefits for International Institution

(Campbell, 2010; Institute of International Education, 2014.; Lillyman & 
Bennett, 2014)
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De f in i t i o n s

o National Culture ( Yeh, 2003) 

o Host Culture

o Acculturation (Berry, 2005) 

o Acculturative Stress (Ye, 2006)

o Cultural Shock (Lillyman &Bennet, 2014; Sobre-Denton & Hart, 2008)

Va r ia b le s  that  In flu e n c e  th e  P r o c e s s  of 
A c c u ltu r atio n

o Cultural Distance (Redmond, 2000) 

o Cultural Shock (Lillyman & Bennet, 2014) 

o Social Support (Kashima & Loh, 2006) 

o Stress and Anxiety (Yeh, 2003) 

o Language Barrier (Karuppan& Barari, 2011) 

o Classroom Transition (Huang, 2012)
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Cu l t u r a l  Dis ta n c e  a n d  Cu l t u r a l  Sh o c k

o The definition of cultural distance

o The correlation between cultural distance and 
acculturative stress

o The process of cultural shock for Chinese 
international students

(Gudykunst & Hammer, 1984; Gudykunst &Tingtoomey, 1988; Redmond, 2000; 
Redmond & Bunyi, 1993; Tsai et al.,2000; Tran, 2011)

So c ia l  Su p p o r t

o Types of network 

o The benefits of social support

(Kashima & Loh, 2006; Ward, 2001; Kosic, Kruglanski, Pierro, & Mannetti 
2004; Yang & Clum, 1994)
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Re c o m m e n d a t io n s  f o r  in c r e a s in g  So c ia l

Su p p o r t

o Reconstruct social network( Local ties and co
national ties)

o Organize events that increase direct social contact

(Swagler & Ellis, 2003; Lowinger et al., 2014)

St r e s s  a n d  An x ie t y

o Types of stress 

o Reasons for stress and anxiety 

o Consequences of the stress and anxiety

(Hendrikson, Rosen & Aune, 2011; Jung, Hecht, & Wadsworth, 2007; Ye,2006)
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Co u n s e l in g  Se r v ic e s  t o  Re d u c e  St r e s s

o Things to pay attention to when counseling Chinese
international students:
• higher dropout rates
• physical discomfort
• mental health
• present academic and career concerns (students may

not bring up their stressful feelings)

o Recommendations for increasing the chance of
students seeking counseling services
• follow culturally sensitive approaches
• Hire ethnic minority counselors if possible
• use interpreter if necessary

(Sue& Sue, 2013; Lin, 1994; Wilson &Constine, 2003)
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La n g u a g e  Ba r r i e r s

o The consequences of language barriers:

• cause more acculturative stress
• hinder academic adjustment
• negatively affect international students’ ability to 

function in social settings

(Flannery & Wieman, 1989; Karuppan & Barari, 2011)

Re c o m m e n d a t io n s  f o r  im p r o v in g  En g l is h

o Increase awareness of personal biases towards 
accented English

o Inspire international students by inviting ethnical 
minority scholars in their field to be guest speakers

o Learn about the communication styles, word of 
choice, and nonverbal expressions.

(Brown & Holloway, 2008; Lee, 2013; )
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C l a s s r o o m  T r a n s i t i o n

o Different teaching styles

o Different perception on tutor and student 
relationship

o Classroom discussion and its topics are not 
relevant

o Possible academic cultural shock

(Huang, 2012; Yan & Berliner, 2009)

Re c o m m e n d a t io n s  f o r  s m o o th in g  

C la s s r o o m  t r a n s i t i o n

o Practical Strategies for the Chinese international 
students to adapt to the new classroom 
environment

o Program planners, mentors and faculty members to 
openly discuss the challenges that Chinese 
international students may experience

o Mentoring system (faculty mentoring, peer 
mentoring, and role model mentoring)

(Zhou,Topping, & Jindal-Snape, 2011; Huang, 2012)
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Ad v o c a c y  f o r  In t e r n a t i o n a l  s t u d e n t s

o Inform the public about the contribution of international 
students to the US

o Inform the public about the possible discrimination or 
challenges that international students may have in the 
US

o Advocate for international students on their restricted 
legal status in the US

o Advocate for international students to simplify their 
paperwork related to their legal immigrant status such 
CPT and OPT.

(Williams & Johnson, 2011; Lee, 2013)
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Thank you!
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Appendix 2: Project Product 2 
Orientation for Chinese International Students

These suggestions are based on personal experience rather than academic research. The 
following information may be helpful for Chinese international students who are new in the US.

Places that Chinese International Students can Get Help and Support on Campus

International Office 

Academic advisor 

Counseling Center 

Residence Life

These are the Initial Basic Needs of International Students

1. Location of the Local grocery stores
2. Places to rent houses
3. Where to buy a car
4. Location of Public Transportation
5. Information on language training

How the International Office can Help

6. The Visa types for international students
7. CPT (Curricular Practical Training)&OPT (Optional Practical Training)
8. Traveling and documents
9. Applying for jobs on campus
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10. Paperwork procedures for international students to obtain a driver’s license. (DMV) 

Social Support and O ther Resources

11. Financial aid programs and guidance for application
12. Basic information regarding how non-traditional international students can receive 

financial support after they start a family
13. Local Chinese student body
14. Local international student association
15. On campus Bible Study
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A Personal Reflection
According to my personal experience, the first things that I needed to survive in the first 

weeks and months following my arriving in the US were food, shelter and transportation. Many 
universities will arrange a student orientation day for new international students to let them know 
where to shop for groceries the location of the bus stop, and how to take the bus. My personal 
experience is that the international office offers incredible help.
W here to get Help

Chinese international students’ previous experience with Chinese universities in terms of 
the administrative structure might be completely different than in the US. The orientation for 
Chinese international students will need to explain the different services offered by different 
offices from the American university where they attend. For example, Chinese international 
students can be informed that the international office can offer guidance related to their visa, and 
SEVIS (Student and Exchange Visitor Information System) and documents related to legal non
immigrant status for international students. Even though these services may be common for 
American students, the specific services that an international office offers may require many 
explicit explanations regarding the legal status in the United States for Chinese international 
students. Many Chinese international students may not have a clear understanding of what 
services counseling centers offers. It may be difficult to explain what exactly the campus 
counseling center can do for international students. My personal experience is that Chinese 
international students do not tend to make use of counseling services. Chinese international 
students have a busy schedule, and they might think the counseling center will not solve any 
practical problems. If they seek for counseling services, it could mean they are experiencing a 
serious crisis.
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The different administrative functions of the academic advisors and residence life may also 
be briefly explained. For example, the international office generally offers help in the aspects of 
international students’ non-immigrant paperwork and other relevant guidance and suggestions. 
An academic advisor’s job is generally about international students’ academic plans and their 
academic progress towards degree completion. Residence life is related to their accommodations.
Basics

When Chinese international students arrive, they may need to know which banks will allow 
them to open an account without a social security number. If the university is located in a large 
urban area, Chinese international students may need to be instructed on how to take public 
transportation, which is different from that of China, especially the bus system. Furthermore, 
after staying in the town, many Chinese international students may think of buying a car, and 
taking a driver’s test. The paperwork for issuing a driver license for international students is very 
different from an American citizen. This also requires the international office let the Chinese 
international students know they can help with the paperwork. As for language training, when 
the population of the Chinese international students is large enough, it is advisable that the 
English department offer a specific language program that targets the needs of the Chinese 
international students. For example, some British universities in China have specific language 
programs that aim to prepare Chinese students for the academic transition into the British tertiary 
educational system. As a graduate from the University of Nottingham, Ningbo, I personally 
benefitted from the academic program offered in that university. It that helped me adjust to the 
British academic culture. However, when the Chinese international students’ population is not 
big enough to have a specific academic program for this target group, the local Literacy Council



OVERCOMING CHALLENGES 57

could be a resource for extra help; sometimes they give one-to-one personal tutoring for the 
students who register for the class.
W hat Can International Office do for Chinese International Students?

When I first came to the US, I really had no idea what services are offered by the 
international office. They offer guidance about questions related to international students’ legal 
non-immigrant status. They would also offer help when applying for CPT (Curricular Practical 
Training) and OPT (Optional Practical Training). They will help international students go 
through relevant paperwork related to the immigration policy. One of important jobs of 
international students is to make sure that international students’ non-immigrant status is within 
the legal framework of the United States. Therefore, it is also the duty of the international office 
to report if there is any violation of immigrant status on the part of the international students. 
Most universities have a detailed introduction about what the international office can offer 
students on their official website. However, it is important for the international office to inform 
students what they offer in plain accessible language to Chinese international students in the 
orientation. Before coming to the United States, many Chinese international students may 
assume it is legal to work off campus in the US, because in the UK and Australia and some other 
English speaking countries, it is legal for Chinese international students to work off campus for 
20 hours per week. However, in the US, if an international student in F1 status was found 
working off campus, he or she could be deported from the US. The International office has to 
make this clear to Chinese international students.

Included here is a case is known where this actually happened. A graduate international 
student had an assistantship on campus, but for some unknown reason, she also worked off 
campus. Her employer asked for her social security number. She gave it to him and he filed the
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taxes and she received W2 form. She was confused that she had two W2 forms when filing for 
her tax return. She thought international office could offer help. The international office staff 
asked if she worked off campus because she had two W2 forms. The international student 
admitted she worked off campus. The international office staff told her they had the duty to 
report the violation of her F1 non-immigrant status.
Social Support and O ther Resources

Many international students need to provide sufficient financial support before they apply 
for a visa to the US. Therefore, most international students are sufficiently funded by their family 
before they came to the US. However, an undergraduate degree generally takes four years to 
complete, and international students are not allowed to work off campus. If something 
unexpected happens at home, the international students may face funding problems. Therefore, it 
is important to provide scholarship resources that are also open to non-US citizens. Here is a 
short list of funding sources for international students in the United States: The (a) APA website 
(www.apa.org/gradpsych/2011/09/ cover-money.aspx); (b) Funding U.S. Study 
(www.fundingusstudy.org); (c) International Student Loans Center 
(www.internationalstudentloan.com); (d) International Scholarships.com 
(http://www.internationalscholarships.com); (e) International Financial Aid Center 
(http://www.iefa.org/); and (f) Uniguru (www.uniguru.co.in/).

Conclusion
These suggestions are based on my personal experiences and they may not always applicable to 
all the populations of Chinese international students in the US. There are many variables that 
may influence today’s Chinese international students’ success in their study in the US. These 
variables may include age, previous academic performance and preparations before they came to

http://www.apa.org/gradpsych/2011/09/
http://www.fundingusstudy.org
http://www.internationalstudentloan.com
http://www.internationalscholarships.com
http://www.iefa.org/
http://www.uniguru.co.in/
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the US, parents’ socioeconomic status and education levels. Some international students may 
have rich knowledge about all the information presented, whereas other international students 
may need some extra help in accomplishing their study experience in the US.
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