


















Migrant thoughts on Australia’s education system & work life culture |  

Culture Shock | ABC Australia      3’27” 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S8q_veOdSfQ 

 

VOCABULARY: dorm, rote learning, Work-Life balance, overtime, unpaid, off-the-clock 

 

Watch six students talking about their experiences of living and studying in Australia.  

What are the most obvious differences between Australia and   

 

America 

 

 

 

Ghana 

 

 

 

Hong Kong 

 

 

 

Malaysia 

 

 

 

Vanuatu 

 

 

 

Vietnam 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S8q_veOdSfQ














THE CUTURE SHOCK CURVE 

  

Culture shock is a real thing. People experience it in different ways with varying degrees of severity. The 
time it takes to adjust is also different for everyone. I hardly noticed the culture shock when I first arrived in 
Italy to study because I was surrounded by so much familiarity in the midst of all of the differences. 
However, when I decided to stay in Italy with only one friend and my boyfriend, everything changed and I 
experienced an array of feelings that spanned enthusiasm to suicidal depression and isolation.  

When I’m in Italy, 90% of the year I miss parts of the United States. I miss my friends, my family, 
efficiency, and things like day-care for dogs. The other 10% of the time that I’m in the United States I miss 
Italy. I miss the food, the long walks through winding streets, I miss being able to take my dog with us to 
hang out socially, cheap wine, and grocery stores that carry fresh food. 

There is no real solution. Being an expat is accepting that something is always missing, nothing ever feels 
complete. You’d think that you could just pop back and forth to have everything but reverse culture shock is 
a very real thing too that can be even more of a shock than normal culture shock that one experiences when 
moving to a foreign land.  

When you leave the homeland for years you never quite feel “at home” ever again because home is more 
than one place now. In the US, I miss the places that I met my husband and our memories together. I miss 
the calm lifestyle, wine outside on the patio with Oliver, the dog, tangled under our feet. I miss the smell of 
Florence and the irritating sound of loud Italian women talking about how stupid their husbands are in the 
street. In Italy I miss sounding intelligent. I miss talking about Life with the command of language available 
to me only in my native tongue. I miss sarcasm and irony, which are uncommon in Italian culture. 

When I come back to the United States, time has passed, my friends’ children are older, I’ve changed, 
they’ve changed, and while I have the most amazing friends in the world, it still takes a minute for us to get 
over how weird it is that I’m sitting in front of them in person and not on Skype. In the US, I forget that I 
can pick up a phone and call people, so I never do it. I feel panicked in massive grocery stores, I try to bag 
my own groceries, and when people speak to me with an accent of any kind for reasons I can’t understand 
my brain tells me to switch to Italian. “Can I help you ma’am?” “Si, aspetta…vorrei…” (a new brain !). 
What the hell is wrong with me!? 

I’ve yet to find a solution to this problem. Maybe it’s easier if you do a 6 month split between countries? 
Maybe I just don’t Skype home enough? Maybe my friends don’t visit me in Italy enough. It’s hard to say. 
What I do know is that when you move abroad you’re getting so many amazing, new experiences. You’re 
growing, and changing, and seeing incredible things. Yet, every day for at least a little while you’ll miss 
your childhood friends, the ones who understand you and don’t think it’s weird that you hate cooking, swear 
like a truck driver, and treat your dog like a human toddler (“Back off ! I like my dog, okay!?”). You might 
miss the humour that is native to your tongue (and humour is completely cultural, it differs hugely from 
place to place). You might miss pop culture references, like when I tell my husband that he dances like the 
80’s cartoon version of Optimus Prime and he stares blankly at me and says, “What’s the hell is that?” Is it 
worth it, then, to be always missing something? I’m not sure. It’s just my reality now. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Culture_shock�
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Australian Cultural Orientation Program

Culture shock

When you leave home to travel to your new country, you naturally take your own personality and cultural 
ways with you. When you arrive in a new country with a different culture you can experience a wide variety of 
feelings and reactions. For example, you may feel confused, nervous, irritable, uncertain and dependent on 
others. If you experience these things, then you probably have culture shock. 

Culture shock is a normal reaction and most people experience it in one way or another upon their arrival 
in Australia. Remember, many Australians were born overseas. These Australians come from approximately 
200 countries around the world. You are not the first newcomer and you are not alone. 

Coping with culture shock requires a special effort, but it is important to remember that you are not alone 
in your feeling of distress. Most people in their first weeks and months in a new country experience similar 
reactions – it is a normal response to a drastic change in your physical, social and cultural environment. 

Usually there are four phases of culture shock. By understanding them, 
you will be able to better manage your feelings and experiences.

Phase 1: Honeymoon (euphoria): Upon arrival in Australia you may have high hopes and great 
expectations. Everything is fascinating and exciting to you. 

Phase 2: Culture shock/crisis (frustration): You are absorbed in many practical problems, such as finding 
housing and employment or enrolling in language classes. Feelings may include disappointment, frustration, 
embarrassment, fear, anger, guilt, nostalgia, irritability or depression. You may also suffer from sleeplessness, 
fatigue, loss of appetite and apathy. 

Phase 3: Adjustment (recovery): You start feeling more in control as your English improves and you have 
more experience in Australia. You may still have some uncertainty and self-doubt. Your expectations are not 
easily met. 

Phase 4: Mastery (biculturalism): A routine has been established. You have become more accustomed to 
the language, habits, customs, food and people of your new country. You feel more comfortable and accept 
Australia as your home. It may take five years or more to get to this stage. Be patient and remember you are 
not alone. 

U-Curve Model of Adjusting to a Foreign Culture
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Everyone can be proud of and comfortable with their own cultural background. With an open mind and 
awareness you can learn to respect and appreciate Australian society as well as share your culture with 
Australians. Below is a list of suggestions for ways of coping with your new situation. 

Listen, observe and keep an open mind 
You may be unfamiliar with the social rules in Australia. Try to listen carefully to what people say and observe 
their body language. You will learn how to communicate both verbally and non-verbally in appropriate ways. 

Ask questions
Ask yourself if the behaviour you are seeing makes sense in the Australian culture, even if it seems strange 
or wrong to you. If you see or experience something you do not understand, remember, it may be because 
you did not have enough information. Ask questions of someone you trust. Your caseworker will often be 
able to help, or they can refer you to someone who can.

Keep your sense of humour 
It is likely that you will make mistakes as you explore your new culture. If you are able to laugh at some of 
these mistakes it will help you learn, adapt and enjoy the overall experience. 

Anxiety and frustration 
Learning to function effectively in a new culture is not easy. Meanings in cross-cultural situations may 
sometimes be unclear. In these situations, it is natural to feel anxious and frustrated. If you recognise that 
these feelings are a normal part of the resettlement experience, you might be able to deal with them better. 

Become involved in your community
There is great value in experiencing and understanding a new way of life in a different culture. Try to make an 
effort to meet people and get involved in your community. This will help you learn about Australia and share 
your culture with Australians. Get out, volunteer and keep busy with community activities. 

Participate in activities that build your hopes for a better future 
Try to look at the initial period as just one phase of your life – the beginning of your hopes for a better 
future. Attend language classes. These classes provide more than just language; they provide access to 
your community and improve self-esteem.

Do something special for yourself regularly
Get some exercise. Get out and go for a walk, run or ride a bike. Meet with friends. Take up an old hobby 
or start doing something you have always wanted to try but haven’t had the opportunity to do, for example, 
planting a vegetable garden, learn to play a musical instrument, paint or learn to play a sport.

 

Delivered by International Organization 

for Migration on behalf of the Australian 

Department of Social Services



WRITING TASK 

Now write a reflective essay on your own experience of culture shock. You can refer to the extract 

taken from Jones & Quach (2017) and any other sources you consider relevant. Don’t forget to 

provide a full list of references and put citations in the text.     
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ABSTRACT 

In the globalized landscape of higher education, the number of students seeking academic opportunities abroad has 

surged. This literature review investigates the cultural shock experienced by international students, examining its scale 

and impact globally and within Asia. The method used the PRISMA checklist and flowchart for selection and review of 

journals, consisting of three stages: identification from databases (n = 3,874,770), screening (n = 157), and inclusion (n 

= 10). Additionally, information was sought from books, dissertations, unpublished materials, and personal experiences 

as a teacher of international students. The review identified three themes regarding cultural shock. The first theme, 

Cultural Shock Syndromes, reveals that students generally experience homesickness, a desire to escape their new 

environment, and distress. The second theme, Aspects of Culture Shock Experienced by Students, includes language 

barriers, daily schedules, non-verbal communication, homesickness, loneliness, seasons and weather, and food. The 

third theme, Effects of Culture Shock on Students' Lives during their Studies, focuses on academic performance, social 

integration, and overall well-being. The conclusion is that cultural shock significantly affects international students as 

they navigate new academic and social environments, encompassing challenges such as homesickness, social 

exclusion, identity confusion, and cultural dissonance. These factors collectively contribute to heightened stress and 

anxiety, negatively impacting students' academic performance and overall well-being. Understanding the specific 

complaints and challenges associated with cultural shock highlights the critical need for comprehensive support 

systems. 

 

Keywords: Cultural, Academic, Shock, Student, International  

 

INTRODUCTION  

In the increasingly globalized landscape of higher education, the number of students seeking academic opportunities 

abroad has surged dramatically (Anjalin et al., 2017). This trend has brought to light the significant issue of cultural 

shock, a common experience among international students who must adjust to new cultural and academic 

environments. Cultural shock encompasses the feelings of disorientation, anxiety, and stress that arise when students 

encounter unfamiliar cultural norms, languages, and social behaviors in their host countries.  

The prevalence of cultural shock is a global phenomenon, affecting international students across continents. Studies 

indicate that this issue is particularly pronounced in Asia, where cultural differences can be stark for students coming 

from Western countries or other distinct cultural backgrounds. The scale of cultural shock experienced by students 

varies, but its impact on their psychological well-being and academic performance is universally acknowledged (Elliot, 

2023).  

Cultural shock typically unfolds in several stages, beginning with the initial honeymoon phase where the new 

environment seems exciting and fascinating. This is followed by the crisis phase, characterized by frustration and 

confusion as students confront the realities of their new cultural setting. Subsequent stages include adjustment, where 

coping mechanisms develop, and finally, adaptation, where students begin to feel more comfortable and integrated into 

their new surroundings. Key causes of cultural shock include language barriers, differences in educational systems, 

social customs, and daily living conditions (Ernofalina, 2017).  

Addressing cultural shock requires a multifaceted approach. Solutions range from pre-departure orientation and 

language training to ongoing support services such as counseling, peer mentoring, and cultural exchange programs.  

https://www.researchgate.net/scientific-contributions/Eko-Mulyadi-2166540608?_tp=eyJjb250ZXh0Ijp7ImZpcnN0UGFnZSI6InB1YmxpY2F0aW9uIiwicGFnZSI6InB1YmxpY2F0aW9uIn19
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Dian-Permatasari-7
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Domingos-Soares?_tp=eyJjb250ZXh0Ijp7ImZpcnN0UGFnZSI6InB1YmxpY2F0aW9uIiwicGFnZSI6InB1YmxpY2F0aW9uIn19


Higher education institutions play a crucial role in facilitating these interventions, helping students to navigate their new 

environments and ultimately achieve academic success.  

This literature review focuses on cultural shock experienced by international students, examining the scale and impact 

of this phenomenon globally and within Asia.  

 

RESEARCH METHODS  

This article conducted a review of English-language articles to find full-text journal, using keywords "cultural shock," 

"academic shock," and "student." This review spans the period from 2003 to 2023 and examines the databases Google 

Scholar, PubMed and ScienceDirect, using the PRISMA checklist and PRISMA flowchart for the selection and review of 

journals. 

The literature review process consists of three stages. The first stage is identification from databases (n = 3,874,770), 

comprising several online databases including Google Scholar, ScienceDirect, and PubMed. The second stage is 

screening, where journals are screened, excluded, and retrieved, resulting in 157 eligible reports. The third stage is 

inclusion, where from the 157 eligible reports, further exclusions are made by removing reports that are non-full-text, 

non-open access, and lack substantive studies, resulting in 10 journals being reviewed.  

Additionally, we sought information from books, dissertations, unpublished materials, and the personal experiences of 

teachers of international students.  

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  

Cultural Shock Syndromes  

Cultural shock is a widely recognized phenomenon that international students often experience as they transition to new 

academic and social environments. This process involves significant psychological and emotional adjustments as 

students encounter and adapt to unfamiliar cultural norms, languages, and social behaviours.  

The Complaints Associated with Cultural Shock:  

Students frequently report intense feelings of homesickness, expressing a profound longing for family and friends back 

home. This sense of isolation can exacerbate feelings of loneliness and alienation in the new environment. Many 

students feel that they are not fully accepted by the local population. This perceived social exclusion can hinder their 

ability to integrate and feel a sense of belonging in the host culture, leading to further emotional distress. Some students 

express a strong desire to escape from their new environment. This indicates a high level of distress and discomfort, 

often stemming from the cumulative stress of cultural differences and adaptation challenges.  

The process of adapting to a new culture can lead to confusion about one's role and identity. Students may struggle to 

reconcile their own cultural identity with the expectations and norms of the host culture, causing significant internal 

conflict and confusion. Students often encounter practices or behaviors in the new culture that they find shocking or 

offensive. These reactions can be rooted in deep-seated cultural differences and can lead to feelings of repulsion or 

cultural dissonance. The challenges of navigating a new cultural landscape can leave students feeling helpless or 

powerless.  

The inability to effectively cope with and adapt to these new conditions can result in significant stress and anxiety, 

impacting their overall well-being and academic performance. Understanding these specific complaints provides 

valuable insight into the multifaceted nature of cultural shock. It highlights the importance of providing comprehensive 

support systems, including counseling, peer mentoring, and cultural orientation programs, to help international students 

manage and overcome these challenges effectively (Saylag, 2014).  

Aspects of Culture Shock Experienced by Students  

Cultural shock encompasses various dimensions that affect international students' adaptation to their new environment. 

These aspects include language barriers, daily schedules, non-verbal communication, homesickness and loneliness, 

seasons and weather, and food. Each of these factors can significantly impact the students' psychological well-being 

and academic performance.   



Language proficiency is a critical factor in the cultural adjustment process. Many international students encounter 

difficulties understanding and using the local language, which can impede their academic progress and social 

interactions. These challenges often manifest in classroom settings where students struggle to follow lectures, 

participate in discussions, and comprehend academic materials. Outside the classroom, language barriers can lead to 

miscommunication and social isolation, exacerbating feelings of anxiety and frustration.  

Adjusting to a new daily schedule can be a significant source of stress for international students. Academic timetables, 

study routines, and daily activities may differ markedly from what they are accustomed to in their home countries. For 

instance, variations in class timings, the structure of the academic year, and expectations for independent study can 

disrupt students' accustomed routines and require considerable adaptation. This disruption can lead to difficulties in time 

management and increased stress levels.  

Non-verbal communication varies significantly across cultures, and international students often find it challenging to 

interpret and respond to these cues correctly. Gestures, facial expressions, eye contact, and body language that are 

common in one culture may have different meanings in another. Misinterpretations can lead to misunderstandings and 

social awkwardness, making it harder for students to form connections and integrate into the local community (Elliot, 

2023).  

Homesickness is a common experience among international students, characterized by a deep sense of longing for 

home, family, and familiar surroundings. This emotional state can be intensified by loneliness, especially if students find 

it difficult to make friends or build a support network in the new environment. Persistent homesickness and loneliness 

can lead to depression, anxiety, and a decreased ability to cope with academic and social challenges (Sirin et al., 2019).  

The climate of the host country can significantly affect international students' comfort and well-being. Students coming 

from tropical or temperate climates may struggle to adapt to extreme cold or heat, seasonal changes, and different 

weather patterns. These environmental factors can influence their mood, energy levels, and overall health. Seasonal 

affective disorder (SAD), for example, can occur in students unaccustomed to long winters with limited daylight (Lefdahl-

Davis & Perrone-McGovern, 2015).  

Food is a crucial aspect of cultural adjustment, and changes in diet can be particularly challenging for international 

students. Differences in cuisine, eating habits, and meal schedules can affect students' nutritional intake and health. 

Students may find it difficult to find familiar foods or adapt to new dietary practices, leading to issues such as digestive 

problems or nutritional deficiencies. Moreover, the emotional comfort associated with familiar foods can be lost, 

contributing to feelings of homesickness (Ernofalina, 2017).  

Effects of Culture Shock on Students’ Lives during their Studies  

Cultural shock can have profound and multifaceted effects on international students' academic and social lives. These 

effects can hinder their academic performance, social integration, and overall well-being. Below are detailed 

explanations of how culture shock impacts various aspects of students' lives.  

Cultural shock often leads to a lack of confidence in class participation. Students may feel intimidated by unfamiliar 

teaching styles, language barriers, and different classroom dynamics. This can result in reduced engagement, 

reluctance to ask questions, and a passive learning attitude. Over time, this lack of participation can hinder their 

understanding of the material and negatively impact on their academic performance (Schein, 2015).  

Interacting with lecturers can be daunting for international students experiencing culture shock. Differences in 

educational culture, such as the level of formality and expectations in student-lecturer relationships, can create 

uncertainty and anxiety. Students might avoid seeking help or clarification, leading to misunderstandings and missed 

opportunities for academic support. Culture shock can cause significant confusion in understanding and completing 

academic assignments. Differences in academic expectations, citation styles, and writing conventions can bewilder 

students. They may struggle to grasp the nuances of assignment guidelines and the standards for academic integrity, 

which can lead to unintentional plagiarism or poor-quality work (Furnham, 2010).  

Adjusting to a new academic schedule and the stress of culture shock can impair students' ability to manage their time 

effectively. This can result in missed deadlines and the submission of incomplete or substandard work. The pressure of 

adapting to a new academic system can also exacerbate procrastination and time management issues.  

The cumulative effect of the challenges associated with culture shock often leads to unsatisfying academic results. 

Difficulty in understanding course material, reluctance to seek help, and time management problems can all contribute 

to lower grades. Poor academic performance can further diminish students' confidence and motivation, creating a cycle 

of academic struggle (Pacheco, 2020).  



Social interactions with host nationals can be particularly challenging for students experiencing culture shock. Language 

barriers, fear of making cultural faux pas, and unfamiliarity with social norms can reduce students' confidence in 

engaging with locals. This can lead to social isolation and missed opportunities for cultural exchange and support 

(Belford, 2017). 

Frustration with the challenges of adapting to a new culture can sometimes manifest as criticism of the host people and 

their customs (Mehra, 2023). This critical attitude can further isolate students from their peers and hinder their ability to 

integrate into the local community. It can also perpetuate negative stereotypes and cultural misunderstandings (Jackson, 

2015).  

To cope with the stress of cultural adjustment, international students often gravitate towards fellow nationals. While this 

can provide a sense of comfort and support, it may also limit their exposure to the host culture and language, slowing 

their overall adaptation process. This tendency can create insular social circles, reducing opportunities for broader 

cultural engagement (Behl et al., 2017). The stress associated with culture shock can manifest in various physical 

disorders.  

Symptoms such as headaches, gastrointestinal issues, sleep disturbance, and changes in appetite are common. The 

physical toll of stress can further impact students' ability to perform academically and socially (Qun et al., 2018).  

Culture shock can lead to pervasive feelings of insecurity, suspicion, worries, and frustration. Students may constantly 

worry about their academic performance, social interactions, and future prospects. This heightened anxiety can create 

a sense of insecurity and suspicion towards others, including peers and educators, undermining their mental health and 

overall well-being (Shieh, 2014).  

 

CONCLUSION  

Cultural shock is a multifaceted phenomenon that significantly affects international students as they navigate new 

academic and social environments. The psychological and emotional adjustments required during this transition are 

substantial, encompassing challenges such as homesickness, social exclusion, identity confusion, and cultural 

dissonance. These factors collectively contribute to heightened stress and anxiety, which can negatively impact students' 

academic performance and overall well-being. Understanding the specific complaints and challenges associated with 

cultural shock highlights the critical need for comprehensive support systems.  
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