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Introduction


American universities are experiencing an explosion of international students and the Pennsylvania State University is no exception.  According to recent statistics provided by the Directorate of International Student Advising Office, the international student population at Pennsylvania State University has risen consistently over the past five years.  5,053 international students are currently registered for this academic year at the University Park Campus.  2,635 are undergraduate students, 2,369 are graduate students and 49 are registered in the School of Law.  Of the 5,053 international students, 3,888 or 73% are from countries located in Southeast Asia.   Yun and Berliner (2011) cite that increasing numbers of Mainland Chinese students attend American universities and their fast growing numbers merit special attention.  

As the amount of international students in the United States begins to form a critical mass, institutions are recognizing and responding to social and academic issues that many international students experience.  International graduate students bring a more mature set of expectations and experiences than undergraduate students who do not possess the same degree of development and demonstrate a need for more support (Fischer, 2011). Thus, the undergraduate international students are the population upon which more research is focused. While some schools are rethinking traditional programming to better serve this population, a research interest has formed to evaluate the needs of international students and to explore programming to increase the likelihood of success for this population. 
 My environmental interventions are based on information from current research and my experiences with the Asian international population at the Pennsylvania State University. Emphasis is placed on the existing environmental press as related to academic learning, as well as, how social climate and campus culture  impact both the adjustment of the Asian international students and their ensuing academic success. The need for intervention stems from Strange and Banning’s (2001, p. 2) assumption that “institutions bear responsibility for the design and creation of campus environments, arranged appropriately for meeting educational purposes.”  Moos (As cited in Strange & Banning, 2001) describes a social ecological approach that emphasizes both the physical and social aspects of an environment.  This approach applies appropriately to the study of Asian international students as it includes an emphasis on “individual adaptation, adjustment, and coping.”  These are issues that have been soundly identified as interfering with Asian international students’ success.  Aggregate and constructed environments are the two components of the social ecological approach that will be applied to this project as they are the most salient in understanding causes and identifying solutions.
Literature Review 


Recent research concurs that many Asian international students experience difficulty with adjustment to a new social and academic culture. (Major, 2005; Yun & Berliner, 2011; Zhao, Kuh & Carini, 2005).   In general, findings indicate that students arrive with high expectations, but are quickly overwhelmed with voluminous amounts of information; too much to be adequately absorbed.  The students also bring with them an academic culture of learning habits that operate in opposition to successful behaviors in American academic culture.  Students cite a lack of comfort as the main reason for not seeking out academic support from professors or institutional support resources. Research also shows that Asian international students rely heavily on their co-national peer group to answer both their social and academic queries forming an aggregate subgroup on campuses.

Major (2005) studied the role of sociocultural differences in the development of competence and academic achievement of international students.  Implications from her qualitative study of ten Asian-born university students indicate that cultural mediation upon arrival is a more valuable alternative than remediation of academic difficulties that may arise.  Major believes that Asian students entering a university in an English speaking country need to be prepared for sociocultural and emotional differences in order to adjust to the multitude of non-linguistic factors needed to succeed in an unfamiliar educational environment.  It is not enough just to know the language. 

Major’s study also demonstrates a need for revised orientation programs for Asian students to promote an understanding of American school culture as it vastly differs from the practices in their home countries.  She recommended further study of First Year Seminars or extended orientation programs designed for international students to gain further insight into intentional institutional practices that promote adjustment and achievement. 
 Studies of co-national support networks were also suggested.   All of the students in Major’s study indicated that their assistance in learning to navigate their university culture came solely from an informal network of compatriots. Her subjects also referenced that university support services were not as helpful as their self-selected co-national mentors. Major believed this was due to the fact that the peer mentoring focused on learning how the educational systems differed and not on remediating a perceived academic deficiency as a support service would.   This finding is indicative of how the international students’ perceptions of a support environment influence their behaviors.

Applying Major’s findings to social ecological theory, her work indicates that some Asian international students arrive at their respective institutions with a set of cultural characteristics that are not a match for the academic press or the cultural climate found in American universities.  The reliance on the co-national students and the exclusion of institutional support indicates that these students form a highly differentiated subgroup which tends to continue to reinforce their own characteristics and perceptions over time (Strange & Banning, 2001).  So although newly arrived Asian internationals find their fellow Asian co-nationals to be helpful, their overreliance on them can discourage flexibility and openness to new ideas about learning and the campus culture. Yun and Berliner’s (2011) research reinforced that co-national support groups were deemed very helpful, but tended to contribute to the newer students’ social isolation from American culture.   

Yun and Berliner’s (2011) qualitative study observed the way Chinese international students adapted to stress at American universities.  They cited maximum cultural distance between the United States and China as a reason for students experiencing stress related to adjustment to their new environment.  They sought to discover how an individual’s coping strategies and social supports influence acculturation stress and adjustment.  Their study uses Berry’s (As cited in Yun and Berliner, 2011) stress-coping framework which defines stress and coping as being influenced by characteristics of the individual and the situation (which could be synonymous with environment).  They noted that students who arrived with high expectations as to what their experience would be like, only to not have them met, experienced high stress.  
In terms of social ecological theory, when international students’ social, cultural and academic perceptions do not match the environmental press in their new setting, stress is likely to occur.  The culture that Asian international students bring with them, a pattern of basic assumptions, is not prevalent or recognizable at any level through physical artifacts, perspectives or values on American campuses. Not understanding or attempting to understand the campus from a cultural perspective makes it extremely difficult to establish feelings of belonging or inclusion.  One student, however, stated that all he can do is change his perceptions and regulate his emotions to better suit the environment that he is in.  Most students need support or encouragement to accomplish this.  
Yun and Berliner’s (2011) findings are congruent with the social ecological theory on constructed environments.  They found acculturation strategies to be associated with positive adaptation.  An integration strategy, maintaining interest in one’s original culture while opening up to daily interactions with other groups, showed the most success. They also found that international students’ perception of positive social support to be a significant factor in their adjustment to cross-cultural transition. What they termed host-national support from American peers and host-families, while used much less by the Chinese students, was the strongest predictor of successful adjustment.  This finding was echoed by Zhao, Kuh and Carini (2005) who cited literature stating that international students who sought friendships with American students adapted and adjusted more easily than those who did not.  They also noted that friendship networks were a critical factor in how well the international students dealt with stress.  
Yun and Berliner (2011) recommended that American universities need to offer more effective orientations to Chinese students providing workshops on the differences between the academic cultures.  Also suggested were meaningful social activities to help with integration into American life, mentoring programs, facilitated communication between American and Chinese peers, and an orientation to the counseling services provided by the university.  Additional research on social support groups to ease college transition found that students benefit from extended peer-led social support interventions.  These were more successful than traditional orientation allowing students to share experiences and delve more deeply into issues of concern.  It was recommended, however, that more research would be needed to explore the success of this method with Asian students as they may be less inclined to personal disclosure which the method encouraged (Mattanah, Brooks, Ayers, Quimby, Brand, & McNary, 2010).  
The major themes in the literature found that in order to adjust to the social climate and campus environment international students would benefit from the support of institutional programs.  They would profit from encouragement to engage in social interactions with American peers in order to learn the campus culture and to reduce over reliance on the highly differentiated co-national groups.  The research is consistent with existing theory related to psychological safety and inclusion.  Both Schlossberg and Rendon (As cited in Strange & Banning, 2001) described the importance of mattering and validation respectively.  These concepts support active interventions that encourage nontraditional students to become involved.  
Experiential Learning 

Pre-arrival


My understanding of the complicated world that international students navigate began when I attended the International Student Advising Workshop offered by the Directorate of International Student Advising.  Once students are accepted at Penn State an extensive Visa/Immigration paper trial commences, which is overseen by a pre-advising counselor.  In the final step, instructions are sent via the postal service and also email that alert each student of further online documentation and the date of a check–in appointment with an international student adviser.  Their immigration documentation lists the arrival date as the day before classes begin, but an earlier arrival date may be requested and requires the approval of the student’s prospective academic advising center.  Students do tend to arrive earlier, as that is when orientation is provided and the date of New International Student Orientation is also sent at this time.  


This information was eye opening from the stand point that it explained the rigorous process internationals students experience to gain the opportunity to study abroad.  Their acceptance and future education hang in the balance of timely completion of papers and forms written in a foreign script.  At the culmination of this laborious process (added as an addendum to the last communication sent ) are the two most vital pieces of information to get off to a good start: the arrival and orientation dates.  

Orientation  



Kristin Thomas, the Promotion and Outreach Coordinator for Global Programs at Penn State, outlined the orientation program provided for international students when they arrive on campus. She also shared some of the hurdles these students face from the outset.  Students who do get approval to arrive early have no housing. Consistent with the literature review, they arrive in a new country jetlagged from long flights.  They lodge in local hotels with little space for their belongings, until residential housing opens. Students can end up living in up to two different locations before they are able to unpack and settle into their new home.  This chaotic situation does not create a welcoming environment in which to look forward to a bright future.  


International students are formally welcomed at an orientation program sponsored by Global Programs.  The purpose of the program is described as being designed to help students adjust to the campus culture, the local community, and life in the United States.  Orientation covers five days with each day or days devoted to specific topics and activities.  The first day students stop at Global Programs to confirm the date and time of their Document Check-In Appointment and to pick up orientation materials.  There are orientation leaders available to answer questions.  Students go on to complete important tasks such as obtaining an id+card, opening a bank account, and taking FTCAP placement tests.  Over the next two days, students attend their designated document check-in appointment and are offered a variety of workshops and activities to help them acclimate to Penn State, meet new friends, and learn important information about student health, discipline policies, academic resources and life in State College.  During the last two days of orientation, students are able to move into their residence.  They also attend FTCAP sessions where they receive their placement test results, learn about the academic structure of Penn State, and meet with an academic adviser to register for their classes. 

Students receive an incredible amount of information at one time in a language that is not their first as they are recovering from a long flight that took them far away from their homes. This process is typical of orientation experiences described by Major (2005) which students deemed overwhelming.  

The Asian International Student Perspective

As stated in the introduction, the majority of international students at Penn State have their homes in Southeast Asia.  They come from China, S. Korea, India, and Taiwan.  The students with whom I spoke were all from China which has the largest international population on campus.  Yi, Jamilya, and Yingxi are three young women majoring in Industrial Engineering, Electrical Engineering and Accounting respectively. 
I also spoke with two young Chinese men briefly at the International Coffee House that is held in Boucke Building at Global Programs on Thursday afternoons.   They all shared their early social and academic experiences within a new climate; gave their thoughts concerning programs or ideas that would have better prepared them; and supported much of the research findings in the literature review. Many of the comments and ideas they shared were examples of the cultural mediation and sociocultural preparation that the literature espoused would lead to students becoming more a part of the social climate and campus culture.  They supported changes in orientation to help educate students of the huge differences in the academic cultures, meaningful relationship acculturation through engagement in campus social activities, and the development of mentor programs to assist with the adjustment to campus culture.

Orientation was definitely an experience the three girls found helpful, yet they immediately mentioned the sheer amount of information with which they were confronted in such a short time.  Jamilya summed it up with the word, “frustrating.”  One point they made about orientation was that they felt American students should be involved as mentors or advisers.  The role could extend to helping international students as the semester progressed.  Jamilya echoed this sentiment by saying, “It would be really important to have someone at the beginning to link up with.  Someone who could tell me where I get my ID card, where I can print. . . .things like that.” Yi shared that she was able to keep in touch with her orientation adviser.  She really needed someone to help as she had so many questions she did not know where to start. Yi now lives in a special living option at Penn State, the Science House, and found this to be very helpful in changing her thinking about academics.  She is growing more accustomed to the collaborative nature of learning in this country.   These sentiments indicate that some Asian international students would welcome an extended orientation and also interaction with host-national peers to reap the adjustment and adaptation benefits supported in the literature.   


In keeping with interaction with host-national peers, Yingxi strongly advocated for a mentor-mentee type program.  She shared that she is shy and the language difference magnified this.  She would feel more comfortable talking with a mentor with whom she could build a relationship. Yingxi felt the campus is just so big and all the students worry about is being able to get work done.  Someone needs to help them connect to others.  Jamilya agreed and felt it was critical to know someone who can help be able to sort out information.  Having host-national mentors may help international students assimilate or integrate better and reduce their reliance on the co-national networks.   They would help international students gain a better understanding of the campus culture and social climate.

All of the girls believed that getting involved and meeting and mingling with American students can help broaden friendships and connections. This is consistent with the recommendations in the literature that international students should be exposed to and encouraged to join social activities and events.  It is also consistent with the research on psychological safety and inclusion Strange & Banning (2001) reported.  Students different from the dominant campus culture benefit from a positive sense of mattering (Schlossberg, as cited in Strange & Banning, 2001) and validation (Rendon, as cited in Strange & Banning, 2001).  This is a precursor to involvement that yields growth in development.  Yi shared that her passion for culture led her to the GELE, Global Engagement and Leadership Experience.  This program is sponsored through Global Programs and has the support of student affairs at Penn State.  It led Yi to other experiences with LEADERSHAPE and Service Trips.  She feels that more involvement with student affairs would help international students, but the students do not seek the opportunities that are provided. Jamilya applied to be an orientation adviser.  She feels that by volunteering she is helping others and that adds to her sense of belonging.  She also joined a THON committee for the same reasons.   Yingxi believes that it is important to build early relationships to develop stability in the student

community.  She gained confidence by joining clubs and getting involved which also gave her confidence to approach resources.  

Yingxi shared that international students don’t know how to use resources.  She had a friend who was in a bad way but who would not use resources here available to her.  She explained that there are not many resources in China and that students just do not know how to approach them.  This is verified by the lack of communication in class with professors.  The huge class size makes it intimidating to attempt to approach a professor after class for help.  Students are not used to the concept of office hours so they wait and discuss with friends and hope that they will know the answer.  The girls mentioned advisers and how international students typically do not use their advisers to help them schedule classes.  They feel that they get better advice from friends.  They try not to schedule a class that friends have not already taken as they cannot get advice about the professors and the content.  These examples are very consistent with how the literature described the way the co-national network is utilized and the influence of this highly differentiated aggregate subgroup.  This is also a prime example of what Jones (As cited in Strange & Banning, 2001) referred to as “minority group thinking.”  This  deficit effect lumps minority members together causing them to lose their individuality and ultimately results in greater campus exclusion.  


Academic topics that we discussed gave evidence of the huge rift between the two academic cultures.  It was obvious how students arrive with one set of cultural perspectives regarding the academic environment only to have their scholarly world upended.  Jamilya said right away that she learned quickly that she had to depend on herself.  There is no one around to tell her to do things or to remind her. One cultural aspect cited in the literature is that almost all of the Chinese students come from one child families and may be accustomed to being doted upon by indulgent parents.   Jamilya also stressed that she had to figure out quickly her responsibilities because things happen so fast.  She related an incidence of hearing the word syllabus and not knowing what a syllabus was.  It took her a few missed assignments before she caught on. Jamilya urged that new international students be told right away about the syllabus.  

The grading system is another important concept to be explained early as it is very different from the one with which international students are familiar.  Yi chimed in that there is no cumulative grade point average in China, and most classes only have final examinations.  Most students are used to waiting until the end of the semester to study and have formed their study habits from this.  In the American system, they need to learn early that it is important to study right away.  They should not have to learn this the hard way from their mistakes.  Yingxi, too, had issues with grading.  She shared that China is very competitive and that 90% of students get A’s.  It is so competitive that students are not conditioned to help each other so you get used to not asking for help.  Due to this mindset, Yingxi once late dropped a class at Penn State in which she was earning a B because she believed this to be a poor grade.  


The girls’ personal experiences with a new academic culture exemplify the need for a better extended orientation system recommended in scholarly literature.  As Yun and Berliner (2011) suggested, specific workshops would be helpful in pointing out these differences before the students make mistakes which affects their confidence and self-efficacy.  

Kristin Thomas echoed similar sentiments in my interview with her which also were consistent with the literature reviewed.  When asked what she perceived to be some concerns that are expressed by Asian International students, her number one answer was the student need to feel more connected to the culture, American students and the environment in order to be able to feel connected and comfortable to use resources.  She added there is no global tone to many of the classes so the students tend to feel isolated.  This discourages them from interacting in class or seeking help from professors.  She sees that the students really want to get integrated into the campus culture.  A mutual intimidation exists between the American and International students and it obstructs an easy flow of connectedness between them.  Kristin feels that once facilitation is provided and the barriers are removed the environment becomes more conducive to natural integration and outreach. She believes we need to meet these students where they are developmentally and culturally when they arrive.  

Interventions 


When one applies a social ecological lens to solutions, it appears that helping the international students to ease into the campus culture and find their place in the social climate would be the key to a smooth adjustment.  Opportunities for acculturation and integration would help them gain the confidence needed to make connections and develop a sense of belonging which could lead to further engagement.   

Based on the consensus in the literature for extended orientation programs and the overwhelming aspects of orientation at Penn State, an improved extended orientation program would be my main intervention to achieve these environmental goals.  The key focus of the program should be to provide a smooth transition to help students fit into our campus environment and by acclimating them to the social climate and campus culture in a way that is respectful of the perspectives they bring.     

Phase one of orientation would strive to accomplish two main goals:  to complete the necessary tasks that students need to accomplish to be ready to start classes (such as document check-in, FTCAP testing and registration) and to prepare students for the differences in the academic culture. Students could be introduced to grade point averages, syllabi, study routines and other notions relevant to their success early before they experience costly mistakes which lead to loss of confidence.  This process would take no more than two days giving the students additional time to learn their way around campus and purchase textbooks.


Ideally, orientation groups would be no larger than 48 students so that they can be held in mid-sized classrooms. These groups would also each have four orientation advisers, some American and some international, which would be present to vet questions and share their personal academic experiences.   It also would be realistic and beneficial to have an actual professor speak to each group about academic expectations and classroom discourse.  For the first week, students should just be given time to experience the academic environment.  
Phase Two of the orientation program would address the social adjustment and campus acculturation needs of the international students.  This would consist of two parts:  small peer-led mentor communities and a smaller separate involvement fair for international students.  

To help international students construct comfortable relationships and personal growth domains within the existing social climate, the initial orientation leaders would each be assigned twelve students to whom they would serve as a peer mentor for the first semester.  During the second semester, they would be reassigned so that each international student would have an American mentor for one semester and an international for the other.  This would balance the need for the familiar with the goal to develop openness and flexibility to new thoughts. This method also encourages integration over assimilation or isolation.  The literature reported that students who integrate experience the greatest success.   Leaders would meet weekly with their groups to build community, provide an opportunity for students to ask questions, acquaint students with campus events and encourage attendance at social activities on campus. Groups would have the option of attending a social event together in lieu of its weekly meeting. This would be consistent with the suggestions in the literature to help students mediate the culture and experience positive social support. One a month the original orientation group of 48 would meet with a guest speaker who would introduce them to various campus resources.  Subsequently, the smaller peer led group would visit that resource so to promote familiarity with the location and provide students with the opportunity to ask questions about it.

Part two of this phase, a separate involvement fair for international students would occur about eight weeks into the semester after students have had a chance to adjust to the new academic regime.  The main campus involvement fair takes place the first week of classes.  The international students with whom I spoke shared the timing of the event is very overwhelming and frustrating; not a good time to consider adding more to one’s schedule.  A smaller, separate fair later in the semester would provide students with the opportunity to join activities when they are better acclimated to the academic culture.  They also would have had time in their small peer-led communities to narrow their interests which would make better use of their time at the fair.  
Phase Three would take place second semester and phase out the weekly meetings for those students who had joined at least two clubs and were in good academic standing, however, they would still be encouraged to communicate with their mentor. Weekly meetings would continue for those who required support until they demonstrated a comfort level with the campus culture and social climate.  

A second environmental intervention would focus on faculty education.  Together with the Schreyer Institute for Excellence, I would propose a series of faculty and advising workshops to help educate faculty members about the academic culture to which international students from Southeast Asia are accustomed.  As more international students arrive on campus, each year this notion will increase exponentially in importance.  Good teachers know their students, and faculty members are teachers.  They are the creator of the classroom environment are responsible for the intentional design of a learning climate that makes room for differences and understanding others. 
Assessment of the program would be accomplished through surveys conducted at the end of the two semesters seeking input on the students’ involvement in activities and their perception of inclusion; the students’ academic standing and their perception of comfort with the academic culture and the types of resources students used, if any.
Conclusion


As Asian international students continue to seek higher education opportunities in America, institutions have an obligation beyond granting them paid accept status and banking their tuition.  It is morally and ethically sound that we strive to provide the Asian international student community with the same opportunities to develop as young adults not only academically, but socially and emotionally.  This will occur when we strive to support their social and cultural acclimation to the American campus and classroom environments in a way that encourages their assimilation and holistic engagement in their campus experience.
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