Dear International Students,

While the American culture may not be “shocking” to you, it will continue to require some adjustments and understanding on your part.  Please read the following information carefully for ways to work through cultural adjustment.
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[image: image2.wmf]Every person reacts differently to life in an unfamiliar culture.  As a former international student, I remember coping with the French and West African cultures and watching my American friends do the same.  Some people sleep a lot more while others might suffer from insomnia.  Other students might begin to eat unhealthy foods or drink alcohol to deal with the cultural confusion.  Many times, students will confine their social interaction to students from their own country or to only international students.  Here are a few suggestions to minimize possible negative effects of cultural adjustment:
1. Eat healthy and get plenty of exercise:  This may seem like a cliché, but it is extremely important to maintain a healthy body.  Americans tend to eat a much higher fat diet and walk a lot less than other cultures.  By eating healthy and getting exercise, you may be able to keep a more positive frame of mind, which may help you minimize the cultural ‘fatigue’ that is talked about in section 1.5.2 below.
2. Avoid alcoholic beverages.  First off, if you are under 21, consuming alcohol is illegal.  If you are caught, you could be arrested and fined.  Please see the UIU Student Handbook - http://www.uiu.edu/current_students/campus/handbook.html (page 15) - for the Upper Iowa Policy on Alcohol and Drugs.  Alcohol is a depressant and can quickly make your problems seem worse.  It can also impair your judgment, causing you to make poor decisions, the outcomes of which may ultimately make life even more challenging.
3. Look for more ways to interact with American students.  Join intramural activities or other clubs and organizations on campus.  Find an American study partner for a class you’re struggling with.  If English is not your native language, this is one of the best ways to improve you language ability.  I know it can be intimidating to step outside of the comfort zone of the international student social circle.  Just do it!  Gaining American friends will greatly enhance your experience in the U.S.
4. Speak in English as much as possible!  I know how easy it is to continue to speak in your native language with other people from your country.  If you make the decision to speak only English, not only will you greatly improve your English speaking skills, you will also make yourselves more approachable to American students.  
5. If you are interested in talking with someone about your cultural adjustment, you can contact Laurie Kirkpatrick (x5786) in Counseling Services.  Also, feel free to contact me with any questions about adjustment to life in the U.S.  

Adjusting to a different culture is not an easy thing to do.  Most of us in the OIP have been through an experience similar to yours.  We are very open to any concerns you may have.

Kit Klepinger
Coordinator for International Education

klepingerk@uiu.edu
x5852

1.5 Dealing with "Culture Shock"

Culture shock is not quite as shocking or as sudden as most people expect; it is part of the process of learning a new culture that is called "cultural adaptation." You may experience some discomfort before you are able to function well in a new setting; this discomfort is the "culture shock" stage of the adaptation process. The main thing to remember is that this is a very normal process that nearly everyone goes through.

At first, although the new situation is a bit confusing, most students also find it to be exhilarating, a time of new experiences, sights, sounds, and activities. With so much to learn and absorb in the new culture, the initial period of settling in often seems like an adventure. During this time, you will tend to look for and identify similarities between your home culture and your host culture. You will find that people really are friendly and helpful. The procedures are different, but there are patterns, things that you can learn and depend on. You may classify other aspects of the culture that seem unusual or even unattractive as curious, interesting, or "quaint". There will be many opportunities to meet people off campus; such opportunities can be rewarding, but they also present an expanded array of cultural puzzles.

1.5.1 What Is Culture Shock?

"Culture shock" is the name given to a feeling of disorientation or confusion that often occurs when a person leaves a familiar place and moves to an unfamiliar one. Coming to Fayette from another country, you will encounter a multitude of new things. The buildings look different, and so do the trees and the birds. The food is not the same as it is at home, and the people look, speak, and act differently from the people at home. Even the smells are different. Your English might not serve you as well as you expected it would. You might not be able to convey your full personality in English, with the result that you think other people are seeing you as a child. And your family and friends are far away. As a result of all this you may feel confused, unsure of yourself, and you may have some doubts about the wisdom of your decision to come here.

1.5.2  What is Culture Fatigue?

The term "culture shock" was introduced many years ago, and has been used in the general way discussed above. Some scholars and people who work in educational exchange argue that refinements of the term and the underlying concept are needed. One person argues that "culture shock" should be distinguished from "culture fatigue:"

Culture fatigue refers to the normal and expectable tiredness and stress that results from having to deal with so many new things, and having to get along without so many familiar things. Culture shock refers to a "state of debilitation, exhaustion, and susceptibility to disease" resulting from prolonged high stress, which over stimulates the endocrine system, resulting in exhaustion and decreased production of white blood cells. (Quotation from Cornelius Grove's Orientation Handbook for Youth Exchange Programs [Yarmouth, ME: Intercultural Press, Inc., 1989], p. 5.) By using this terminology, culture fatigue is quite common, while culture shock is relatively rare.

Another writer urges a distinction between "Type I Culture Shock" and "Type II Culture Shock:" Type I Culture Shock relates to adjusting to or getting used to native behaviors that "annoy, confuse, or otherwise unsettle" the new arrival from abroad. Type II Culture Shock has to do with the new arrival's modifying his or her own behavior so it does not annoy, confuse, or otherwise unsettle the natives. (Craig Storti, The Art of Crossing Cultures [Yarmouth, ME: Intercultural Press, Inc. 1989]).

Another refinement of the "culture shock" idea comes under the term of self-shock. Self-shock has to do with the new arrival's loss of accustomed cues (or reactions from others) as to whom one is and how one ought to act, coupled with the new arrival's increased need for such cues. Roughly speaking, self-shock refers to confusion and doubts about who one is, what one's values are, and how one ought to behave.

This Handbook uses the term "culture shock" in the customary, general way, but newcomers will want to think about the refinements suggested in this section.

1.5.3 Symptoms

Gradually, as you become more involved in activities and get to know the people around you, differences rather than similarities will become increasingly apparent to you. Those differences may begin to seem more irritating than interesting or quaint. Small incidents and difficulties may make you anxious and concerned about how best to carry on with academic and social life. As these differences emerge, they can be troubling and sometimes shocking. But culture shock does not happen all at once. It is a feeling that grows little by little as you interact with other students, faculty, and people in the community. Some people are more affected by culture shock than others. Those who do experience it tend to become nervous and unusually tired. They want to sleep a lot, and write many letters home. They may feel frustrated and hostile toward the local people. They may get excessively angry about minor irritations. It is not unusual for them to become very dependent on fellow nationals who are also in the new country. All these feelings may make it difficult to deal with residents of the host country and to use their language.
For many this gradual process culminates in an emotional state known as "culture shock", although it is seldom as dramatic as the term implies. The common symptoms of culture shock are:

· Extreme homesickness

· Desire to avoid social settings which seem threatening or unpleasant 

· Physical complaints and sleep disturbances 

· Depression and feelings of helplessness 

· Difficulty with coursework and concentration 

· Loss of your sense of humor 

· Boredom or fatigue 

· Hostility towards the host culture

Students are sometimes unaware of the fact that they are experiencing culture shock when these symptoms occur.  There are ways to deal with this period of culture shock, so it helps to recognize that culture shock may lie behind physical symptoms and irritability.

1.5.4 Coping with Culture Shock

Different people react differently to culture shock. Some become depressed, or even physically ill. Others are stimulated by the new experiences that are open to them. Here are some ideas that might be helpful:

Maintain your perspective - 
Try to remember that thousands of people have come to Fayette from other countries and have survived (even when they arrived in the cold of winter). Keep in mind the "seven lessons" writer Craig Storti derived from his book of Cross-Cultural Dialogues:

1.
Don't assume sameness.
2.
What you think of as normal or human behavior may only be cultural.
3.
Familiar behaviors may have different meanings.
4.
Don't assume that what you meant is what was understood.
5.
Don't assume that what you understood is what was meant.
6.
You don't have to like or accept "different" behavior; you should try to understand where it comes from.
7.
Most people do behave rationally; you just have to discover the rationale.

In many places in this Handbook you will find information and ideas that will help you understand and employ these lessons.

Take some practical steps -
In The Whole World Guide to Culture Learning. J. Daniel Hess makes these suggestions for people who are experiencing the loneliness or other distress of culture shock:

1.
Find people to interact with. Give them a smile or a little gift. Ask them questions. As you take an

interest in them, your feelings will have a focal point outside of yourself.

2.
Surround yourself with some familiar things - a favorite jacket, a photo, music from home. Make 
your near environment pleasant and reinforcing.

3.
Slowdown. Simplify your daily tasks. Relax. Let your emotions catch up with the newness all about

you.

4.
Develop patterns. Follow the same routine each day so that you get a sense of returning to the familiar.

5.
Cry, Laugh, Sing, Pray, or Draw a picture. Give expression to your feelings.

6.          Revise your goals to accommodate a detour instead of scolding yourself for failures.

7.
Give new energy to language study. Use it on simple occasions. It is amazing what language success

can do for you.

8.
Find times and places to get physical exercise.
9.
Confide to friends or your host family, that you are sad. Their support will warm you.

10.      Make a few small decisions and carry them out. Again, your resolve in small things will pay big 
confidence dividends. 

Be assured that, however stressful, culture shock passes if you are willing to let the process of culture learning and cross-cultural adaptation take its course.

Evaluate your expectations –

Your reactions to the United States and to Fayette and the University are products both of the way things are here, and of the way you expected them to be. If you find yourself feeling confused or disappointed about something, ask yourself, "What did I expect? "Why?" "Was my expectation reasonable?"  If you determine that your expectations were unreasonable, you can do much to reduce the amount of dissatisfaction you feel.

Keep an open mind –

People in Fayette might do or say things that people at home would not do or say. But the people in Fayette are acting according to their own set of values, not yours. Try to find out how they perceive what they are saying and doing, and try to avoid evaluating their behavior using the standards you would use in your own country.

Learn from the experience –

Moving into a new culture can be the most fascinating and educational experience of your life. It gives you the opportunity to explore an entirely new way of living and compare it to your own. There is no better way to become aware of your own values and attitudes and to broaden your point of view. Here are some questions that you might try to answer as you encounter the local people: How do they make friends? How do friends treat each other? Who respects whom? How is respect shown? What attitudes do they have about their families? What is the relationship between males and females? Why do people spend their time the way they do? How do they deal with conflicts or disagreements? What do they talk about? When and with whom? How often do they "take turns" during a conversation? How loud do they talk? What do they do with their hands and arms while talking, and where do they direct their eyes? What kind of evidence do they seek or use when evaluating an idea or trying to win an argument?
There are countless other questions you can ask. You can compare the answers you get to the answers you would get to the same questions in your country, and you can thereby help yourself develop a better understanding of your own society and of the one where you are living now.

Visit the International Student Adviser -
A discussion with the international student advisor can help in achieving a useful perspective on culture shock and the learning possibilities it implies.

Take good care of yourself -
Throughout the period of cultural adaptation, take good care of yourself. Read a book or rent a video in your home language, take a short trip if possible, exercise and get plenty of rest, write a letter or telephone home, eat good food, and do things you enjoy with friends. Take special notice of things you enjoy about living in the host culture.

Although it can be disconcerting and a little scary, the "shock" gradually eases as you begin to understand the new culture. It is useful to realize that often the reactions and perceptions of others toward you and you toward them are not personal evaluations but are based on a clash of cultural values. The more skilled you become in recognizing how and when cultural values and behaviors are likely to come in conflict, the easier it becomes to make adjustments that can help you avoid serious difficulties.

1.5.5 Will I Lose My Own Culture?

Sometimes students worry about "losing their culture" if they become too well adapted to the host culture. Don't worry: it is virtually impossible to lose the culture in which you were raised. In fact, learning about he new culture often increases your appreciation for and understanding of your own culture. Don't resist the opportunity to become bicultural, about to function competently in two cultural environments.

Just as culture shock derives from the accumulation of cultural clashes, so an accumulation of small successes can lead to more effective interactions within the new culture. As you increase your abilities to manage and understand the new social system, practices that recently seemed so strange will become less puzzling. Eventually you will adapt sufficiently to do your best in your studies and social life and to relax and fully enjoy the experience. And you will recover your sense of humor!

1.6 Adjusting to a New Culture

When you are in a new setting, you have to make certain adjustments or adaptations in your usual behavior and attitudes. It is instructive to observe your own reactions to being in a new culture, and to compare your reactions with those of other people who are here from different countries. These observations can result in increased understanding of yourself and of the various factors that have made you the kind of person you are. There are ways to deal with this period of culture shock, so it helps to recognize that culture shock may lie behind physical symptoms and irritability.

1.6.1 Phases of Adjustment

Social scientists who have studied the phenomenon of adjusting to a new culture have identified four phases of adjustment through which newcomers to a culture commonly pass. As summarized by Marjorie Klein, those phases are as follows:

•     Spectator phase: The new person is excited and optimistic.
•     Stress and adaptation: Problems, disappointments, and internal conflicts emerge. Feelings of sadness, depression, anger, hostility, or rebellion might result.
•     Coming-to-terms: Increasing involvement with the host society reduces the foreigner's generalized hostility and disappointment, and helps him or her find a relatively comfortable or at least acceptable position in the society.
•    Decision to return home: This is a period of excitement and self-examination. If the foreigner has become detached from his or her own society, this phase brings about tension and feelings of ambivalence; if the foreigner still identifies strongly with his or her home country, this phase brings a feeling of release and pleasant anxiety.

This is only one way of looking at the question of "phases of adjustment." Not everyone goes through all these phases, and different people spend different amounts of time in those through which they do pass. It can be interesting for you to see whether you pass through phases like this yourself. "Adjustment" in a new culture has four aspects, according to psychologist Richard Brislin. The first is that you feel good about your interactions with the host people. The second is that the hosts feel good about their interactions with you. The third is that you successfully complete whatever tasks you undertake that require interacting with the hosts. The fourth aspect of "adjustment" is that you not suffer from any invisible, stress-related symptoms such as digestive problems or headaches that stem from frustration or unhappiness in your intercultural dealings.

One implication of this is that "adjustment" means different things to different people. Not everyone's goals, tasks, or personal preferences for intercultural interaction are the same. It is important to realize that the adjustment process never ends. As soon as you make the decision to go abroad, you begin to pay attention to information you had not previously noticed. Throughout your stay in another country, no matter how long it lasts, you will be learning new things, or coming upon new ways of understanding things you previous understood (and often misunderstood) in some other way. And after you return home, you will always pay more attention than the average person to information and ideas from the place where you had been abroad, and you will always be confronted with new thoughts and ideas you need to make a part of yourself.

1.6.2 Practical Suggestions
Here are some practical suggestions intended to help you adjust to your new situation:

Learn local English. The better you can express yourself and understand the natives, the easier everything will be. More ideas about learning English appear later in this section.

Be patient. Be patient with yourself and with other people. Adjustment is a gradual, day-by-day process. It normally takes some time -- a few weeks, a few months, and maybe longer - for people to become comfortable in a foreign country. There may be some things you never understand or with which you never become comfortable.

Be patient with other people too. Other people cause your "problems" less often than you might suppose.

Take care of yourself. It is particularly important in times of stress to eat a balanced diet, get enough rest, and get regular physical exercise. Take breaks for recreation or socializing. Studying or working constantly, without taking care of yourself, is a good way to make yourself sick, and make your entire situation worse.

Realize that you will often be treated as a Stereotype. Foreigners anywhere are treated (at least at first) not as individuals but as representatives of groups to which they are perceived to belong. On many occasions, international students will be responded to as "an international student" or "a student from country X." The nature of that response will depend on each native's previous experience with and ideas about "international students" or "students from country X," not on anything about you personally. Try not to let this discourage you. Avoid becoming angry with people who are, after all, just acting like people. You may be able to start some interesting conversations about the subject of stereotypes—what someone’s stereotypes are, where they came from, and so on. And remember that you have your own stereotypes about the host nationals.

Talk with experienced internationals and others who have traveled. Their observations and advice can help you. Talk with people from your own country, and other countries too. Ask them what things they have found most bothersome, most interesting, most perplexing. Ask them what sources of information and support has been most helpful. Ask them what suggestions they have for newer foreigners.

Avoid being encapsulated by the expatriate community. These are the words of Craig Storti, an insightful writer about intercultural experience. He warns that spending all your time with other people from abroad can deprive you of the opportunity to truly learn about the new country where you are staying. It can engulf you in an atmosphere or criticism and negativism that is counter-productive, and can result in persistent misunderstanding of the local people. Turning to fellow expatriates for understanding, information, and social support is natural and easy-all too easy, in fact. If you truly want to learn from your intercultural experience, you must be willing to disengage from the expatriate community and confront the local culture. Of course, not everyone wants to learn from the intercultural experience. Some people wish only to learn about particular fields of endeavor, and not take the risks that intense intercultural contact entails.

Learn the local criteria for success. Find out what is considered a good performance in studies, research, social relations, and other aspects of your life here. You can get information about this from teachers, native students, secretaries, neighbors, and many other people.

Learn how to get things done in organizations. Many of the things you want to accomplish will be accomplished through organizations—academic departments, other units of the University, businesses, government agencies, and so on. It is therefore helpful to learn how those organizations work. This entails knowing which units or particular people in those organizations do the work you are interested in; who makes decisions; and how you can best approach the people who work in those organizations. Secretaries are often very good sources of information on this topic. Experienced students can sometimes help too, but not all of them can be assumed to have learned how to accomplish things in an organizational setting.

Realize how the status of your role here compares to the status to which you are accustomed. Different societies attach different importance to different roles or positions in the society. In many countries, the role of "university student" or "professor" is accorded more respect or "status" than it is in the United States. A "foreign visitor" might get more attention and courteous treatment elsewhere than here. It can be difficult to adjust to having a lower social status than you are accustomed to; it helps to recognize that you personally are not being downgraded, but that you happen to be in a society where less value is attached to people in your situation than is the case at home.

Avoid being excessively influenced by particular dramatic events. It has been pointed out that newcomers to a society may have a particular, very noticeable experience from which they generalize about the new society and the people who live in it. In fact, the experience might be very unusual, not a safe basis for generalization. (For example, one male international student new to the University found that his residence hall roommate removed all of his clothes when he was in the room studying or relaxing. The new international student at first supposed this was what American students customarily did, and wondered if he should do the same. He wisely asked around, though, and found that his roommate's behavior was not typical.) This suggests that if you have a dramatic experience which you find influencing your opinions or feelings about the local people, you would be well advised to discuss the experience with other people and get an idea whether it is typical or unusual.

Try to understand other people's situations. People do the things they do in part because of their own individual characteristics or interests, and in part because of the situations they are in. If you do not know anything about other people's situations, you tend to assume that their individual characteristics account for their behavior. When you are in a new country, you know less about people's situations, so you tend to attribute the things they do to their individual characteristics, and to overlook the influence of their situations. For example, if a person treats you in an apparently unfriendly way by not taking time to talk with you on the street or in an office, you may assume the person is unfriendly. If you knew more about the person's situation, you might realize that the apparently unfriendly behavior was more accurately interpreted as a product of the person's situation—being late for an appointment, having an exam for which to study, or some personal preoccupation not related to you.

In the same way, the local people may understand little about your situation as a newcomer from abroad, and they may therefore misunderstand the reasons for some of your behavior. For example, they may assume that your limited English proficiency or unfamiliar accent is a product of lack of intelligence, rather than a product of inadequate opportunities to practice the language with native speakers. Experienced international students have found it more helpful to think positively in these situations, rather than to assume the natives are deliberately being inconsiderate or unkind.

Do what you think is appropriate and explain if necessary. This suggestion comes from Ju Daushen, a graduate student in counseling psychology, who was speaking with new students from Taiwan. He advised new students to act in the way they consider appropriate, and then, if the host responds in an unexpected way, to give an explanation of the culture and customs that lead you to behave in the way you did.

1.6.3 Continuing Adjustment and Goal of Adjustment
Adjusting to a new culture is not simply a matter of overcoming initial "culture fatigue" or "culture shock." The adjustment process continues as long as a person is in another country. Indeed, it extends well beyond that.

Some aspects of adjustment take place immediately, when foreigners realize they are behaving in ways the natives find completely unacceptable. For example, males who come to the United States from countries where it is acceptable for them to walk on the street hand-in-hand with another male will quickly find that such behavior is not accepted in the United States, and they are likely to stop doing it almost immediately. But other changes come more slowly. In fact, they may come so slowly that the foreigner often does not realize the changes are occurring. Foreigners might become aware of the degree to which they have changed only after they have returned to their own countries. But the changes are necessary, if the foreigner is to succeed academically and socially in the United States. Anyone who attends a United States college or university for a significant period of time becomes more individualistic, more independent and self-reliant. Unless they do, they cannot succeed here. People here will not take care of them, or make decisions for them, as people back home might have done. In addition, foreigners in the United States are likely to become more egalitarian in their outlook, reducing the amount of attention they pay to differences in age, gender, and social status. (A general exception to this might be Australians, whose society is even more egalitarian than the United States.)

Different people respond differently to these changes within themselves. Some, particularly when they return home, find that they do not fit in well. And they recall that they did not completely fit in while in the United States either. Such people sometimes become what one scholar has called "encapsulated marginal" people. A "marginal" person is one who is not closely integrated into the surrounding society, a person "on the edge." The encapsulated marginal person feels unhappy, isolated, alienated, and unable to make decisions. The encapsulated marginal person is constantly thinking about his or her own state of mind, feeling unsure about his or her values, and unsure about which values to apply or what behavior to follow.

Other people who have an intensive experience in another culture become what the same scholar, Janet Bennett, has called "constructive marginal" people. Constructive marginal people, according to Bennett, see themselves as able to function constructively in either of two (or more) cultures. They can shift from one cultural frame of reference to another, as needed, in order to interact constructively. They do not feel isolated; rather, they have a "reference group"—usually other marginal peoples. They feel at home wherever they are.

Clearly, the situation of the constructive marginal person is more comfortable than that of the encapsulated marginal person. Foreigners who want to derive the maximum possible benefit from their overseas experience will want to strive to become constructive marginal people, seeing themselves as becoming more versatile and flexible, rather than as being robbed of an essential identity or set of values.

CULTURE ‘SHOCK’ AND ‘FATIGUE’: THIS PAGE MUST BE RETURNED TO KIT IN THE OFFICE OF INTERNATIONAL PROGRAMS.  
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