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Abstract: The purpose of this study is to explore what is difficulties international students face in the process of 
acculturation and what are strategies they made by engaging in the community of learning. Qualitative research method used. 
Face to face, In-depth interviews were conducted to 7 international graduate students in I University. The collected data was 
analyzed by three framework of acculturation theory: behavioral, emotional, and cognitive aspects. As a result, we found that 
they felt some difficulties: in behavioral aspect, tensions and discomfort to strange culture, in emotional aspect, deficiency of 
the emotional need, and in cognitive aspect, confusion of cultural identity and discrimination. Also, they used acculturation 
strategies in three categorizations: in behavioral aspect, the process of intercultural understanding, in emotional aspect, stress 
coping through leisure activity, and in cognitive aspect, forming cultural identity. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
Increasing the number of international students is part 
of the government’s project, which is Study Korea, to 
meet Korea’s economic needs, to offset an aging 
population and low birthrate, and to sustain 
universities and the workforce. International students 
bring many benefits to Korea’s universities including 
university’s revenues and diversity of institutions 
(LEE, 2015). 
However, studying overseas may also present many 
challenges, including the experience of acculturative 
stress which is related to forming friendship with 
local students, perception of discrimination, feelings 
of loneliness, and academic concerns (NA, 2006; JU 
& KIM 2013; LEE, 2015). To explore acculturation 
strategies for international students, it is necessary to 
focus on their acculturation experience. In this sense, 
the purpose of this study is to investigate difficulties 
for international students in acculturation and 
strategies to deal with local culture learning 
experience. Grounded on the results, this study can 
provide an insight to manage international students 
after recruiting.  

 
II. ACCULURATION THEORIES 
 
As International students study abroad in especially 
Korea, they experience exclusion and integration to 
communities and the larger society. When they 
contact to Korean culture directly or indirectly, they 
seek to adjust to new environment. Cultural 
Acculturation refers to “those phenomena which 
result when groups of individuals with different 
cultures come into contact, with subsequent changes 
in the original patterns of either or both groups, or in 
behavioural or psychological change in individuals 
from either or both groups” (Safdar, ,Chuong, Lewis, 

2013, p. 5). 
Acculturation theory is considered with three 
strategies in this paper: intercultural learning, stress 
and coping, and cultural identification. First, 
intercultural learning provides perspective to consider 
cultural context, situation, and relation to other 
cultures. In doing so, it accelerates intercultural 
understanding among members with diverse 
backgrounds. This approach explains that 
international students contact to Korean culture, 
acquire skills and knowledge about Korean culture, 
and reflect intercultural relationship in the community.  
Second, stress and coping strategy is a part of 
psychological approach of acculturation theory, 
which refers to feeling well and coping with stress 
caused by cultural mobility. International students 
experience the stress caused by the conflict among 
home and host culture or cultural differences on a 
campus life. Consequently, international students 
need resources to control or deal with acculturation 
stress. 
Third, cultural identification is a cognitive approach 
with respect to identity change and reaction. Cultural 
identification is subjective self that is determined by 
relationship, sense of belonging, or value of group 
they belong to (Banks, 2006; Phinney, 1992). This 
concept can explain how individuals practice their 
cultural value and attitude and how they enlarge their 
understanding and sense of belonging on culture and 
language of their group.  

 
III. RESEARCH METHOD 
 
3.1. Participants 
This study included seven international graduate 
students of I University in Incheon, South Korea. 
Participants were recruited through ‘International 
student’s community’ at the University. They 
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voluntarily agreed to participate in this study after 
explained the purpose of the study as well as the 
associated risks and benefits. Participants in the study 
had all passed TOPIK, and their language skills 
would be characterized as average by the interviewers. 
All participants spent time in Korea more than 1 year. 
Participants’ general demographic is represented 
following <Chart 1>.  
 

 
3.2. Data Collection and Analysis 
 
Our study used the qualitative research method to 
explore the acculturation phenomena associated with 
the local culture learning experience of international 
graduate students sojourning in Korea for 
postsecondary educational purposes. We conducted 
semi-structured face to face interview from June to 
July 2015 for 7 participants each one or two times. 
Each interview was recorded and lasted from 45 to 60 
minutes.  
 
The collected interview data was analyzed by the tree 
domains, and categories with respect to acculturation 
theory. In order to explore the difficulties that 
participants faced and strategies they coped, domains 
were constructed based on cross-analysis of the data. 
First domain is behavioral aspect. Second domain is 
emotional aspect. Third domain is cognitive aspect. 
In behavioral aspect, international graduate students 
experienced contact with Koran culture in reality. In 
emotional aspect of acculturation, they felt 
psychological stress. In cognitive aspect, they 
identified their cultural identity through grouping.  

IV. RESULTS   
 
4.1. Difficulties in the process of accultura 
 
 4.1.1. Cognitive Aspect:  
Cultural identity confusion and discriminationtion 
 

Participants have positive attitude toward 
Korean and have positive image to Korea because of 
Korean wave including dramas and movies. However, 
they found that image made by media is different in 
reality (Participant A, C, G). Participants wanted to 
share the understanding of their origin culture and 
host country’s culture with Korean colleagues, but 
they thought it is not easy to understand each other 
(Participant E, G).   

 
4.1.2. Emotional Aspect: deficit of emotional needs 
International students felt psychological or physical 
stress during the process of adaptation to new 
environment. Participants experienced health problem 
due to adaptation stress and relationship with people 
of the dominant group (Participant B, C, D). Also, 
they had many social networks which support mental 
health, but in Korea, they had lack of social networks. 
So, they could not meet emotional needs (Participant 
F). 

 
4.1.3. Behavioral Aspect:  
Tension and Discomfort to Cultural difference  
When participants interact with people with diverse 
background, they felt tension and discomfort 
sometimes. Especially they had difficulty to 
communicate with local student and people because 
of difference of mindset and attitude (Participant A, C, 
F). They perceived cultural difference including mode 
and mindset of different culture. Also, as they interact 
in new cultural environment, they are likely to lose a 
way of cultural expression, In this sense, they felt 
some tension and discomfort due to cultural shock in 
new culture (Participant D, G). Participant E 
experienced some conflicts caused by different 
language and culture; these conflicts influence 
interpersonal relationship in host society.  
 
4.2. Acculturation Strategies through Local 
Culture Learning Experience 
 
4.2.1. Cognitive Aspect: Forming cultural identity 
Participants facilitated SNS messenger or community 
of learning to form cultural identity (Participant A, F). 
They engaged in community of learning and have 
various activities with students. By sharing learning 
experience they enlarged their interpersonal 
relationship, obtain sense of belonging, and 
consequently form the support system. Additionally, 
participants pointed out that friendship with Korean 
students is crucial factor to acculturate in living. In 
short, participants had a difficulty to make a 
relationship with Korean, but they formed intimacy 
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through community of learning activities (Participant 
B, C, G). 

 
4.2.2. Emotional Aspect: Stress coping through 
leisure 
Leisure is an important issue for international student 
to release acculturation stress. Participants coped with 
loneliness and sense of isolation through engaging in 
leisure activities (Participant D, E). Especially, 
Participant D satisfied an emotional need by 
participating in the leisure activity. Leisure activity 
enables them to form social support from the positive 
relationship that is made through collaboration. In 
conclusion, participants released their acculturation 
stress and remedied psychological and physical 
problem. Leisure activity helps international students 
to adjust to campus life and new culture.  

 
4.2.3. Behavior Aspect: Intercultural 
understanding to Korean Culture 
International students use media or people who 
already know about Korea to obtain skills and 
knowledge related to Korean culture before they 
come to Korea to study. Participants also learned 
skills and knowledge about Korean culture through 
media (Participant A, C). Also, they used Korean 
cultural activities to learn Korean life and history as a 
means of practice (Participant A, B, F, G). These 
activities including festival or home stay program 
were an opportunity to learn Korean culture. Also, 
these direct experiences were more positive than 
indirect experiences like watching television. They 
wanted to share their experience of Korean culture 
with students of origin country (Participant D). 
Participants felt life in Korea is not strange but 
familiar in community of learning (Participant E).  
 
CONCLUSIONS  
 
This study explored acculturation difficulties of 
international graduate students and their strategies 
through engaging in community of learning. As a 
result, we found that they felt difficulties in the 
process of acculturate; in behavioral aspect, they felt 
tensions and discomfort to strange culture; in 
emotional aspect, they felt deficiency of the 
emotional need; in cognitive aspect, they felt 
confusion of cultural identity and discrimination. In 
addition, international graduate students used 
acculturation strategies in three categorizations. First, 

in behavioral aspect, it is the process of intercultural 
understanding. Second, in emotional aspect, stress 
coping through leisure activity was the main theme. 
Third, in cognitive aspect, forming cultural identity 
was the main theme. There results shows that 
difficulties international students face can be 
overcome by engaging in community of learning. In 
this process, they acquire skills and knowledge about 
Korean culture, meet emotional needs and form 
positive cultural identification. Grounded on results, 
we provide some insight to facilitate their own 
community of learning. First, intercultural learning 
concept and framework is necessary. That means 
international students and local students understand 
each other beyond international students take strategy 
of assimilation. Second, providing diverse social 
support for international students can release 
acculturation stress and enhance self-efficiency. Third, 
programs that develop the community of learning 
involving both international students and local 
students have to be considered. Fourth, acculturation 
program for international students which help their 
ethnic cultural identity should be developed.  Fifth, 
social identification of international students should 
be enhanced. For example, voluntary system which 
international students work can be proposed.  
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