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Abstract  

 

This paper investigates the views of 20 full-time international postgraduate students, 

many of whom were Chinese, on living, learning and becoming successful students at one 

university in a multi-cultural city in the Midlands of England. The qualitative study built 

on findings from the International Students’ Barometer (ISB) survey for the university, in 

that it seeks to understand how students experience of context (living) interacted with 

their experience of learning in building their identities as successful learners. Student 

participants were sampled opportunistically within a purposive framework. Data, was 

collected through audio-recorded individual semi-structured interviews, using as a 

stimulus participant-constructed concept maps of their perceptions of learning in the 

university and living in the city. Interview data were transcribed and analysed 

thematically. Main findings showed that participants enjoyed living in a city with an 

international culture, although some found it strange initially, because they encountered 

different styles of life and food, including some that they enjoyed at home. They 

welcomed studying at the university with a high international prestige, a wide range of 

excellent facilities and generally approachable tutors but were shocked by having to 

undertake unfamiliar styles of independent learning with brief teaching hours. They 

perceived culture shock as transitional which declined as they made friends, often with 

co-linguists, and became familiar with life in the city, work in the university and the 

extensive support of tutors. 
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Introduction 

Becoming a student in an unfamiliar university often involves people changing their 

approaches to learning and sometimes their discipline/major from their first degree.  

All students face issues around accommodation, financial and work routines to manage 

alongside their learning and social aspects of life. However, full-time international 

postgraduate students study and live in a country and culture that is not their own, often 

working in their second or third language. Further they have to work with people with 

different cultural perceptions from their own, in unfamiliar social and academic contexts, 

on courses with unfamiliar structures, rubrics, and cultures about learning. Yet, to be 

successful in their studies, they need to retain and develop positive self identities as 

successful learners.  

 

The International Students’ Learning Investigation (ISLI) focused on how some international 

postgraduate students studying on taught Masters courses at one university in a multi-cultural 

city in the Midlands of England constructed and enacted their understandings of what it 

means to be a successful student and how tutors and administrators can facilitate that. The 

study takes the view that people’s social interactions are major mediators of learning 

processes (Vygotsky 1978) so that students’ views of themselves as learners are strongly 

affected by the relationships they build with other people and their perceptions of the 

institutional and social processes within which their learning is situated. Access to the 

institutional and learning processes are often controlled by powerful gatekeepers, such as 

tutors in a university, whose actions international students may not fully understand 

(Bourdieu, Passeron and St Martin 1994). However, the study goes beyond that of Bourdieu, 

Passeron and St Martin (1994), which investigated how students in a French university 

adapted to their learning environments, by investigating how international students’ 

relationships with their civic environment as well as their academic environment affects their 

identities, causing what is sometimes called ‘culture shock’(Furnham and Bochner in La 

Brack 2002) or ‘adjustment difficulties’ because, initially, ‘international students are not 

aware of the implicit social rules that regulate interaction in the host country’ (Chapdelaine 

and Alexitch, 2004, 167). This affects international students’ adaptation to becoming 

successful students in an initially unfamiliar university.  
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This paper considers international students’ views of how they adapted to living and learning 

in strange cultures and how this was affected by their histories and the working and social 

environments in which they found themselves.  

 

 

Conceptual framework 

 

Adapting to the strange environments of an unfamiliar city and university is a major 

undertaking for any postgraduate student but this is exacerbated when a student is having 

to work in a language that is not their own and is experiencing academic and civic 

cultures and practices that do not map easily on to their prior experiences.  This may 

make problematic their reading of the overt and covert practices and discourses of the 

institution in which they are studying, leading to potential misunderstandings, for 

example of course requirements or tutors’ intentions. This may lead to students inhibiting 

their learning without their tutors even being aware that they do so. 

 

The construction of identity is an on-going project (Giddens 1991) linking people’s 

histories to their developing interactions with the other people and institutional structures 

in which they are placed (Busher 2005a & b) in particular socio-economic and political 

contexts. For all students a new university represents a liminal space (Bhabha 1994), a 

zone of transition in which to build new cultures with different people in initially strange 

environments. For international students in the liminal spaces of foreign universities the 

construction of identity is complex (Zhen 2009; Lei 2010; Li 2011) drawing on an on-

going process of ‘negotiation and mediation with the surrounding environment, self-

analysis...self-reflection and self-reorientation’ (Gu, Schweisfurth and Day 2010). Further 

the challenges facing them are not just cultural but also linguistic.  Language proficiency 

is crucial for both academic and social integration (Copland and Garton 2011) but there is 

no clear indication of what level of proficiency, e.g. as measured by IELTS scores, is 

good enough. 

 

Key challenges for international students are perceived to be differences in teaching 

styles, curricular approaches and evaluation methods they encounter in the Western 

academy compared with those in their own education systems (Gonçalves 2011). Socially 

they are thought to experience considerable tensions, too, these being feelings of isolation 
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- or what Sawir et al. (2008) refer to as ‘cultural loneliness’ - because of unfamiliar social 

conventions/mores and difficulties in making cross-cultural friendships (Pritchard and 

Skinner 2002; Chapdelaine and Alexitch 2004).  Moreover for the majority of 

international students, these issues are set within an unfamiliar linguistic context, 

increasing the level of challenge for both social and educational interaction (Mulligan and 

Kirkpatrick 2000; Zhang and Mi 2010). 

 

Processes of adaptation by international students can be represented in various ways. The 

concept of ‘culture shock’ is seen as: 

 [an] unpleasant and unexpected realisation of the extent of the differences 

between cultures, leading to an unsettling re-evaluation of one’s own culture  

(Wu and Hammond 2011, 425) 

This idea is often invoked to describe the first stages of international students’ integration 

into a socio-economic and institutional culture different to one with which they are 

familiar (Lysgaard 1995). Chen, (2007) suggests that the experience of most students is 

more ‘bump’ than trauma. Moreover, Gu et al. (2010,19) found that these early unsettling 

experiences are predominantly related to academic, rather than social culture, and act as a 

catalyst in a complex process of ‘transition and transformation’ – the re-evaluation to 

which Wu and Hammond (2011) refer - in which students are proactive in the 

construction of ‘identity, agency and resilience’. 

 

How higher education institutions interpret and respond to the social and learning needs 

of their international students is of some importance (Andrade and Young 2006) if 

appropriate academic and social support is to be provided.  For example, perceptions by 

tutors in the Western academy of East Asian students’ experiences are mixed. Positively, 

they are perceived as high achievers, diligent, hard working, respectful, good attendees, 

but more negatively they are perceived as uncritical, reluctant to challenge, ask question 

or contribute to discussions; unfamiliar with group work, rote learning (Volet and 

Renshaw 1999; Barron 2003; Barron et al. 2010). However, positive student interactions 

and collaborative activities help international students foster intercultural competence 

(Webb and Palinscar 1996; Sam 2001; Dixon et al. 2007).  
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Research design and methodology 

 

The International Students’ Learning Inquiry (ISLI) was a qualitative cross-sectional 

study based in one university in a multi-cultural city in the Midlands of England. It drew 

on a social interactionist perspective to investigate in more depth some of the findings for 

the university presented by the International Students’ Barometer (ISB) survey. The 

findings of the ISB allowed the project team to identify key variables for international 

students – learning satisfaction, living satisfaction, support satisfaction. These were 

followed up in more depth through one-to-one interviews to clarify what international 

postgraduate students thought about being and becoming successful students whilst living 

in specific contexts of City and University. It also helped the researchers to identify 

which ethnic groups of full-time international students tended either to strongly enjoy or 

dislike their experiences, indicating from which groups of students to select people for 

interview. For this reason the study selected Mainland Chinese students (a more or less 

neutral view of the University), Hong Kong Chinese students (with strongly negative 

views), and Pakistani students (with strongly positive views).   

 

During the latter part of the Spring term in a Midlands University in England, the study 

recruited 25 full-time international postgraduate students undertaking taught Masters 

degree, 15 of whom were Mainland Chinese (all female) and ten (male and female) from 

various other countries. These participants were interviewed individually by the project’s 

volunteer research assistants who were themselves predominantly Mainland Chinese 

postgraduate students. It was hoped that the reduction in social distance between 

interviewers and interviewees would help interviewees to fell more relaxed and willing to 

be open about their experiences.  

 

The timing of the research interviews meant that students’ perceptions of their early days in 

the City and University were already part of their histories, rather than reflections on current 

experiences. However, these recollections can be quite accurate (Goodson and Numan 2002) 

and trustworthy. To have avoided this problem the project would have had to have carried out 

interviews in the early Autumn term of the academic year as well as in the later Spring term 

but this was not possible. Part of the intention of the project was to give volunteer 

international postgraduate students experience of carrying out empirical research that would 

make an original contribution to knowledge and benefit others, after they had completed a 
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research methods module on their Master’s degree course but before they began their 

dissertations. 

 

As it proved to be very difficult to contact Pakistani postgraduate students and Hong 

Kong Chinese postgraduate students because they were spread much more thinly across 

the University’s departments than were Mainland Chinese postgraduate students, other 

international postgraduate students who volunteered were accepted as participants. 

Unfortunately, for some of these it proved impossible to find a convenient time for them 

to be interviewed. 

 

Before each 30 minute semi-structured interview, using the questions shown below, was 

audio-recorded, participants were asked to draw two concept maps (Borthwick 2011) as 

visual representations of themselves working in the University and living in the City, 

drawing on the ideas of Wall and Higgins (2009). They were allowed to label these visual 

representations. Although the main intention was to use the concept maps as triggers or 

prompts for the interviews, the researchers recognised they provided useful visual data in 

themselves of how the international students constructed their relationships with the City 

and the University. 

 

Interview questions 

 What have been your previous experiences of Higher Education  

 How do your previous experiences differ from those here? 

 Why choose this City and University? 

 What is it like to live in [City]? 

 What practices in learning at [University] do you welcome? 

 What barriers to learning, whether socio-cultural, pedagogic, linguistic or curricula, 

do you think you encounter? 

 What support do you have at [University]? 

 How do you perceive your relationships with your tutors and the University? 

 Evaluate your experiences at [University] 

 What advice would you give to prospective students and University staff  
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The data from the transcribed interviews was analysed thematically. Unfortunately, in the 

transcription process, five interviews, one Mainland Chinese and four others, became 

corrupted and unusable, leaving the study with usable data from only 20 participants’ 

interviews. The concept maps were analysed hermeneutically using a grounded theory 

approach of description leading to analysis of each concept map before these 

interpretations were compared across concept maps. This approach took account of the 

views of Prosser (2006), Pink (2006) and Wall and Higgins (2009) on analysing visual 

data for content and hermeneutically. 

   

 

Findings 

 

The findings presented here reflect the views of 20 international postgraduate students 

undertaking Masters degree in a Midlands University in England in 2010-2011, of whom 

14 were Mainland Chinese students (Interviews 4-17, all female, shown below as 

MCNumber, e.g. MC6) and six were other international (i.e. non-UK) students from 

Japan (interview 18), Pakistan (interview 19), Iran (Interview 20), Ghana (interview 21), 

Cyprus (interview 22), India (interview 23) respectively, of whom only Interview 23 was 

male, (shown below as INumber, e.g. I18. Although the concept map data are not the 

primary focus of the present paper, they were subjected to independent analysis, and 

confirm the broadly positive relationship between the students and their environments 

expressed during interview. 

 

The findings are presented in two main sections: ‘Engaging with a strange culture’, and 

‘Growing familiarity: Adapting to the culture’. The latter is divided into three 

subsections, ‘Adapting to the City’, ‘Developing friendship networks’ and ‘Adapting to 

new regimes of academic work’. The views of all the international postgraduate students 

on these topics were largely similar.  

 

Engaging with a strange culture 

 

The international postgraduate students in this study gave many positive reasons for 

choosing to study in the city, including its multicultural nature:  
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[It] is an international city because when I walked on the street I can see…many 

people are from other countries (MC7) 

It is cheaper to live in [City] than Leeds, than London, and other cities (I19) 

Others cited the perceived high academic status of the University (MC5; MC6; MC13). 

Some students indicated that their choice of City and University was linked to personal 

recommendation and situation: 

A friend of mind is a graduate from [University] and she gave me some comments 

and suggestions (MC8) 

My husband is already in [city] and when I started studying in Leeds I got 

problems because my husband [was here] (I19) 

 

While this enthusiasm for their choice of study site appears to have helped them to 

engage positively with their work, initial unfamiliarity with cultural practices represented 

formidable challenges:  

I was so shocked that it was 8 o’clock in the morning but I’d forgotten it was 

Sunday!  Nobody was on the street [but] in China everywhere at any time you can 

see people. Then I realised people are living like a different lifestyle you know 

(MC13). 

Further, the urban infrastructure was unfamiliar and seemed quaint to some international 

students: 

The road, it’s kind of narrow you know it’s like two cars and that’s it.  But in 

China it’s like four, at least four, normally six. I was told most of the British roads 

were like in the Victorian times (MC13) 

Others were surprised at the multi-cultural and multi-ethnic nature of the city. For some, 

this was an isolating experience: 

Firstly, I didn’t know anyone, like complete strangers to me.  And it took me quite 

a long time to adjust myself (MC 13) 

 

However, some acknowledged that their insufficient command of English when they 

arrived made academic acculturation more difficult: 

I think that maybe its better to learn and practice English more before we come 

here, it will decrease the difficulties with us coming here because when I first 

came here I found it very hard to understand the teachers and lecture[s] (MC11) 
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Sometimes maybe we can’t totally understand what the teacher or other students 

are saying (MC4) 

This also made it more difficult for them to make friends with local people and 

understand local accents, an additional challenge to students only used to communicating 

in English in their language classes: 

I think it's the accent. When I go out to market or club... it's quite difficult, 

someone will say speak English, like when you go to coffee shop (MC17) 

 

A combination of unfamiliar social and linguistic practices led to some uncertainty 

amongst some international students about how to engage with local residents or home 

students:  

Even though we know we have to communicate with foreigners … natives are 

committed with natives.... We are happy to join, but it's hard for us to join and we 

don't know how to open the doors for us to join (MC16)  

These feelings were exacerbated by the difficulties some students appeared to have in 

making contacts with local people: 

I rent a house off site and it’s far away from the city centre. I thought [getting 

private rented accommodation] may help improve my English and ma[ke] 

communication but actually I feel a little lonely because the neighbourhood is not 

… (MC7) 

[British students] are like quite far away although we meet them every day but it 

seems like there are no connections (MC13)  

However, there were other international students who appeared to relish the challenge of 

the new: 

When I just came to City I feel so much exciting and enjoy it.  All the things are 

fresh and it's quite different from in China (MC16) 

 

Within the University learning environment there were shocks, too. International students 

were surprised at the styles of learning that were expected of them, with which they were 

unfamiliar: 

[Teaching here is] different to the styles in China. Not just delivering the 

knowledge to us (MC6) 

We don’t have tutors in Japan, (I18) 
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I was confused in the beginning what I should do and I was a little bit 

demotivated.  How I will do it, there are a lot of books ... I was unfamiliar with 

such studying style (I19) 

International students were not used to independent learning, an approach that expects 

students to find out much of the information they need for their courses for themselves, 

albeit within a framework given to them by tutors. Some international students were 

surprised by the limited number of hours of lectures that they had:  

I think the one year for the postgraduate is too short … we don’t have the time to 

learn the theory. I think the time of the lecture is too short. Its only one hour (MC 

11) 

Others were frustrated by the pressures on library resources: 

Every time … we prepare for our essays everyone books the same book ... and the 

day after tomorrow I receive an email, 'Please return it'... it's quite nervous for me 

(MC16) 

As a result of the cultural conflicts they experienced in their early days in City and 

University some students said they had experienced homesickness: 

You want to talk to others, maybe you want to make a call to your friends in 

China but because of time you can’t (MC4) 

 

Growing familiarity: Adapting to the culture 

Adapting to the City 

For many students, the ‘shock of the new’ (Chapdelaine and Alexitch 2004) diminished 

as they became more accustomed to the linguistic, social and academic customs of the 

site of their sojourn for postgraduate study. Becoming familiar with the rhythms of the 

City, for example, helped many international students have more comfortable lives:  

[On] Saturday I see like quite a lot of people in the city centre, and I realised its 

different [from a quiet Sunday] (MC13) 

In the UK after six o'clock pm most of the shops will close and you can't go 

shopping any more.  [people enjoy] get together with family (MC16)  

Its not as big as the city I used to live in but I think it is clean and everything is 

tidy (MC11) 

Finding foods with which international students were familiar in their own countries, one 

of the benefits of a multicultural environment, provide another sense of security and 

familiarity: 
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I am OK because I cook myself and I have Chinese food and I also buy some 

sausage in the Asia market. I’m independent really (MC4)  

There are a lot of shops, market … Indian things [are] easily available (I19) 

 

A third aspect was discovering local entertainments and activities. Some students found 

this to be somewhat underwhelming: 

I find it kind of boring, because there are less entertainment.  Except for talking 

with my friends and travel.  Simple life for me here.  I study, sleeping, talking and 

travelling ... there are so many [more] entertainments in China (MC16)  

However, other international students painted a more positive picture, which partly 

reflected a sense of the City as being on a ‘manageable’ scale: 

I think [the City] nice and quiet. Not so big.  It's OK. A lot of times... with my 

friends, go to dinner or... shopping, or karaoke...I have several close friends 

(MC15)  

It gives me a chance to know different countries culture and the transitional (?) 

things (MC10) 

You might felt some culture shock and some homesick sometimes but you can 

find some…very…interesting social activities like join a dancing club or some 

academic study clubs (MC8) 

Contacts with local people, who were perceived as approachable, helped this growing 

familiarity: 

British people are quite polite. The first day I came here I lost my way and … 

help[ed] me to find the way (MC9) 

I actually I like [City] very much because the people here is very kind, they are 

friendly (MC10)  

 

At the core of international students’ adaptation to living and working in a strange city 

was developing a network of friends. These often involved those who shared a linguistic 

and/or cultural background: 

Well the good thing about [there being] lots of Chinese students I can make lots of 

Chinese friends and we have parties, lots of talk, and drinking and stuff (MC13) 

However, getting stuck in a linguistic ‘ghetto’ with their co-linguists was also seen as a 

barrier to acculturation: 
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Because there are so many Chinese students and when I see them I not feel so 

exciting... because it's just normal, like in China (MC15) 

I don't want to always stay with... the students from my community... I want to 

experience British culture and life. I like British culture in my undergraduate 

studies (MC17) 

Maintaining a balance between the two positions might therefore be seen as a ‘socially 

healthy’ position to aspire to.  

 

Developing friendship networks 

Whatever their predisposition, students in the study identified three main domains for 

developing their friendship networks: accommodation, Students’ Union, and study 

practices. Not surprisingly, their accommodation represented a key social site:   

Because I don’t have friends that we come together here, so I live in [University 

supplied accommodation] so I’ve made some friends from the … flatmates 

(MC11)   

Private rented flats and houses gave a similar opportunity, although students often chose 

to lodge with co-linguists: 

I'm renting a house … I like it very much …I live with friends I met here. The 

furniture is new and the house is clean (MC5)  

I rent a house outside the campus and I share with my classmates. I enjoy the 

process, and we talk about our course … our lives (MC6) 

 

Another domain was the Students’ Union of the University, which offered a range of 

activities and thus opportunities for meeting people:  

The Students’ Union is doing an amazing job. They always lend a hand to 

whatever problem (MC6) 

 Last week I went to Latin dance class... in Student Union ... nothing else (MC14). 

When we join the social activities, there are a lot of parties, and I have been there 

several times (MC16) 

For some students this included the range of sports facilities available: 

Most of my classmates play there and we can do some physical work. it's a gym. 

Yoga is quite important to me. We take a card and... I can go there every day 

(MC16) 
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The third domain for developing friendships was international students’ academic work - 

the programme of study in which they were engaged: 

It is my first time so far away from home so […] and I like my classmates, they 

are all very kind, like my family (MC9) 

Some approaches to pedagogy, such as group work, with which they had been unfamiliar 

when studying in previous institutions, helped international students to develop 

friendships as well as a new, collaborative approach to learning: 

Group work is a good way for us to learn how to collaborate with other peoples 

and it’s also a good way to see other people’s viewpoint and …to learn from each 

other (MC10) 

 

Other sites in the University, where the students went for private study, also helped to 

develop friendships. In particular the University library – and the coffee bar within it - 

acted as a focus not only for independent learning but also for socialisation: 

I think what most impressed me was the library, yeah, it’s quite nice.  It’s very 

comfortable here for study. It’s very easy to find the resources, books (MC4)  

We go to the library together. After maybe two weeks I meet some friends 

(MC13) 

 

Adapting to new regimes of academic work 

The support which tutors were said to give international students helped them to 

understand learning processes with which they were unfamiliar: 

[Tutors] are just like a guide, giving me some suggestions and directions. So I like 

this style of teaching (MC6) 

The tutors … help us a lot in terms of assignments (I18) 

A major element of this was the time which many tutors were reported to devote to their 

students: 

So I'm really appreciative. In China, most of the time we communicate with 

teachers in class.  There's seldom office hours [tutorials] for Chinese teachers 

(MC16)  

I was impressed with the tutors here because we don’t have personal tutors from 

the background I came (I22) 

In part this seemed linked to the perceived enthusiasm and knowledge which many tutors 

had of their subjects: 
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The support is very good you know, if I don’t understand anything I just…give 

someone [tutor] an email and I will get a response very quickly (MC13) 

I find I have some problems with my essay my tutor will always tell me don’t 

worry mostly we can find a way to address that (MC4) 

 

Adapting to the new culture was linked to the enthusiasm which the international students 

developed for their courses and for new ways of learning: 

Most of the time I think I’m enjoying the time here and enjoying my course 

(MC7).  

And the course here is worth to learn. The facilities at the University is [sic] very 

good. The library is very good (MC10) 

It was also linked to the international students becoming increasingly competent in 

English and able to understand what was expected of them. Some international students 

noted that early in their courses: 

Sometimes maybe we can’t totally understand what the teacher or other students 

are saying (MC4). 

So I needed to spend much time on reading. When I read some books I found 

some information, some words I couldn’t understand so it’s difficult for me 

learning here (MC6) 

 

 

Discussion and Conclusions 

 

The findings from this small study of predominantly female international postgraduate 

students suggests that making sense of their experiences of studying in a Western 

university in England is complex. Some of that complexity is related to the students’ 

histories. For some, coming to the City and University represented the first time they had 

visited the West. Others had a clearer understanding of what was involved in being an 

international student in a particular environment, perhaps because they were already in 

Britain or had made use of the extensive information available on the internet or advice 

given by friends and family. As their initial shock at the unfamiliar ways of living and 

working which they encountered moderated, students seemed to gain an appreciation of 

both City and University culture and practice. However, initial senses of culture shock 

(Chapdelaine and Alexitch 2004; Wu and Hammond 2011) seemed to apply as much to 
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living in the City as to learning in the University, contesting the work of Gu et al. 

(2010,19) that initial sense of shock largely apply to academic processes. Regardless of 

their initial understandings, however, participants in this study seemed very determined to 

be successful in their work and to overcome the difficulties they perceived when they first 

arrived in City and University. 

 

The students’ command of English was, perhaps, a major factor in their responses to their 

early weeks in the City and University. The unfamiliar linguistic context, raised the level 

of challenge for both their social and educational interactions (Mulligan and Kirkpatrick 

2000; Zhang and Mi 2010). Copland and Garton (2011) suggested that language 

proficiency is key to both academic and social integration. Several participants in this 

study admitted that they struggled to understand written and oral work and to express 

themselves in a variety of contexts in the early stages of their courses and their sojourn in 

the City. This may be at least as convincing an explanation of the perceived passivity of 

East Asian students, to which Barron et al. (2010) allude, as cultural attitudes of respect 

for teachers which they brought with them.  

 

It is, however, unfair to consider that international students were uncritical of their 

experiences, whether in the University or in the City, as Barron et al. (2010) suggested. 

More accurately, some processes, such as group work or independent learning, were 

unfamiliar to the international students. So the students were uncertain how to enact these 

processes which Gonçalves (2011) thought particularly challenging for East Asian 

students. What the students in this study needed was to understand how to be successful 

in what to them were strange processes. So they were very grateful to receive extensive 

support from approachable tutors with this. In this they were aided by the University 

infrastructure, especially the library, which seems to have given the students a pleasant 

and sociable place to work. What the students also valued were collaborative approaches 

to learning and the availability of a range of social opportunities. Initially the University’s 

Students Union which gave students a site in which to socialise and make friends, much 

as Dixon et al. (2007) noted. Later in the City as they discovered what it had to offer and 

where they could socialise there. Although in this study many social encounters appeared 

not to lead to intercultural activities by the international students but to the construction 

of friendship groups of people with the same first language, some students also enjoyed 

engaging with local people and students. 
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The international students in this study, like those studied by Pritchard and Skinner 

(2002) experienced considerable social tensions in the early days of their sojourn in City 

and University. These included feelings of isolation or loneliness because of unfamiliar 

social conventions/mores. However, they reported finding solutions to these tensions 

through building up networks of friends, often with their co-linguists, through their 

courses and accommodation, as well as through familiarising themselves with ways of 

living in the City. Within the University their tutors appear to have played a major part in 

facilitating their familiarisation, echoing the work of Bourdieu, Passeron and St Martin 

(1994). None the less several of the students in this study referred to their experiences of 

adapting to living and learning in a strange culture as one of culture shock (Chapdelaine 

and Alexitch 2004, Wu and Hammond 2011). One participant even commented that 

he/she had written an essay on the topic and noted the symptoms fitted her/his own 

experience closely.  

 

The complexity of students’ experiences found in this study questions the U-curve 

hypothesis of Lysgaard (1995). Although this study shows evidence of her stages of 

culture shock and adjustment, several students in this study never appeared to have a 

happy honeymoon period at the start of their sojourn in England. Others, perhaps, never 

felt they achieved mastery of living in a strange culture, although they reconstructed 

themselves as learners living in a Western culture sufficiently well to be confident of 

academic success, some even hoping to undertake Doctoral studies after the end of the 

Masters level courses. 
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