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INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS’ ACCULTURATION PROGRAM: A QUALITATIVE NEEDS ASSESSMENT
Introduction/Need for Research
International student enrollment is increasing, and institutions of higher education should prepare students to be culturally competent by creating a learning environment that promotes and values diversity (Zhao, Kuh, & Carini, 2005). Creating cultural competence is important for both U.S. and International students who have chosen to study in the states. Such competence can be achieved by enriching academic experiences and interactions with international students (Abe, Talbot, & Gellhoed, 1998). International students can provide global perspective and views to U.S. students, and U.S. students can help international students with acculturation. The increase in the number of international students means giving attention to assisting students in solving adjustment problems (e.g., academic stress, cultural differences, social integration and language proficiency) (Zhai, 2002). To prepare students handle these adjustment issues, support groups and appropriate activities that provide some resemblance of home can be helpful. These activities become successful by forming and training a peer group to enhance interactions between the international students and the U.S. students (Abe, et al., 1998).
Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework for this study was Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory (1977), which posits that people learn from one another through observation, imitation, and modeling. The theory views human behavior and learning as a continuous interaction of personal/ cognitive, behavioral, and environmental factors. People with high self-efficacy approach difficult tasks as challenges, while those with low self-efficacy are hesitant to try difficult tasks and instead focus on negative outcomes (Dixon, 2012). In this perspective, the adjustment and transition of international students with high level of self-efficacy is smoother than those with low self efficacy levels. The theory guided our study in determining how and why a peer group would be most efficient in assisting international students in overcoming adjustment barriers. 
Methodology
The objectives of the study were: to identify the major adjustment problems faced by international students in institutions of higher learning and find out the sources of help that are most preferred by the students. Qualitative data were collected through personal interviews. Twenty-five graduate students at [University] representing 25 different countries were interviewed. All the students had lived in the US for more than six months. Data collected from the interviews was transcribed, coded, and content analyzed for themes for each objective (Zhai, 2002). Frequency counts and percentages for each theme are presented in the results.
Results
Content analysis identified the following themes, frequencies, and percentages for each objective. Cultural differences and language proficiency were the most significant adjustment barriers for international students. Other problems included social integration and academic stress (Table 1).


Table 1. Objective One - Adjustment Issues (n = 25)
	Theme
	f
	%

	Cultural differences
	20
	80

	Language proficiency
	15
	60

	Social integration
	15
	60

	Academic stress
	10
	40



Most students preferred family members and their fellow international students to help them in transition in the new environment. Very few students sought help from their classmates. Most international students consulted the Office of Diversity and International Affairs on the first few days on administrative problems (Table 2).
Table 2. Objective Two – Sources of Help (n = 25)
	Theme
	f
	%

	Family
	22
	88

	Fellow international students
	20
	80

	Academic advisor
	15
	60

	Office of Diversity and International Affairs
	10
	40

	Classmates
	5
	20



Based on the results obtained from the interviews, the best recommendation to help international students would be to develop a peer group consisting of international students and American students. Other recommendations are an intensive academic orientation program and cultural orientation programs (Table 3).
Table 3. Objective Three – Recommendations (n = 25)
	Theme
	f
	%

	Peer group
	23
	92

	Academic orientation
	20
	80

	Cultural orientation/festivals
	20
	80



Conclusions/Implications
Cultural differences and language proficiency present the greatest adjustment barriers for international students in our study. Family members and fellow international students are the most preferred sources of help in both personal and academic issues, and many students sought help from the Office of Diversity and International Affairs concerning administrative problems. We believe the best recommendation we can act on to help international students is to move forward with the development of a peer group consisting of international students as well as American students that would work together to help ease the barriers that international students face and give American students the opportunity to broaden their perspective in working with different cultures.
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