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How Can We Improve International Students’ Cultural Adjustment in the U.S.A.? 
Jin Man Kyonne, MSW 

At the University of Missouri-Columbia (UMC), over 1,300 international students were 
enrolled during the 2005 academic year. Their family members, as well as international faculty 
members who included visiting professors, resided in the city of Columbia near the UMC 
campus. A support system in the form of an International Center is operated on campus, but it is 
not sufficient to cover international students’ diverse needs, because the major roles of the center 
are focused on official works. The purpose of this study was to find an effective way of 
improving international students’ relationships with American citizens, in order to assist in the 
international students’ cultural adjustment within, and ultimately their integration into American 
culture. This research surveyed Korean students as a target group, because they are one of the 
major international student groups at UMC. Based on the data received, these students’ 
perceptions of their cultural adjustment were analyzed on their behavioral characteristics, such as 
the frequency of meeting American friends or neighbors per week, by using analysis of variance 
(ANOVA) / covariance (ANCOVA), and testing the term of residence as a covariate. 

The Major Stresses of International Students 

Many researchers have addressed international residents’ difficulties in terms of their 
psychosocial transitions (Alfred & Knute, 1982), proficiency in English (Oliver, 1991; Parasnis, 
1996; Casado & Leung, 2001), and cultural adjustment (Haj-Yahia, 1997; Aubrey, 1991). These 
particular stresses can handicap international students’ communication with American residents. 
According to the World Health Organization’s (WHO) classification, a handicap in orientation, 
communication, physical independence, mobility, social integration, occupation or economic 
self-sufficiency is described as “a disadvantage for a given individual, resulting from an 
impairment or a disability, that limits or prevents fulfillment of a role that is normal (depending 
on age, sex, and social and cultural factors) for that individual” (Oliver, 1991, p.107). Therefore, 
we can consider international students’ difficulties as handicapping situations, in which they 
might decrease their social behaviors and reduce their experiences of positive activities. Based 
on its effort to understand the causes of these stresses, this study provides a particular context in 
which to consider international students’ relationships with their American friends or neighbors 
as the behavioral characteristics in connection with their cultural adjustment. 

Cultural Difference and Adjustment 

Among the total group of international students (undergraduate and graduate) at the 
University of Missouri-Columbia (UMC), Asian students made up about 77 percent in 2002 (The 
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International Center of UMC, 2001/2002). Therefore, these students’ difficulties in terms of the 
differences to be navigated between Western and Eastern culture should be strongly regarded as 
critical problems within their lives. For instance, in the case of Arab residents within Western 
societies, they could have conflicts between such things as a belief in predestination versus 
human free will, in heritage-oriented values versus future-oriented values, in following 
predecessors versus valuing innovation, in collectivist versus individualist values, and in vertical 
versus horizontal values (Haj-Yahia, 1997). Because East Asians’ cultures are similar to those of 
the Middle East in many respects, Asians such as Chinese, Japanese, and Koreans could 
experience similar conflicts as they attempt to integrate culturally within American society. At 
this point, Burke (1989) insisted that international students, especially Asians, needed to go 
through a period of cultural adjustment as part of their university studies. According to these 
conceptions, this study defined Asian students’ cultural adjustment in the U.S. as their 
integration within American culture.  

Method 

In convenience sampling, 58 students among 235 total Korean students at UMC were 
surveyed on their demographic characteristics, perceptions to cultural adjustment, and behavioral 
characteristics by a questionnaire based on the theoretical background above. The respondents 
signed on the informed consent letter approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the 
University of Missouri-Columbia. The cultural adjustment of international students was 
considered as a dependent variable with continuous level (question: If you have ten different 
ideas or opinions from a teacher’s, how many will you keep in your mind without showing 
them?). 

In a Likert scale, this study assessed two independent variables of the relationship with 
American friends or neighbors (question I: I have an American friend or neighbor in a good 
relationship) and the frequency of meeting American friends or neighbors (question II: How 
many times do you usually meet American friends or neighbors per week?). The question I 
consisted of a 5-point response format, which ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 
agree). Higher scores reflect greater relationship. The question II consisted of a 3-point response 
format (l: 0 to 1 time per week, 2: 2 to 4 times per week, and 3: 5 times more per week). Their 
residential terms were treated as one covariance. 

Using the Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) test, the following null hypotheses were set, 
null hypothesis I: There is no significant difference between the levels of the relationship with an 
American friend or neighbor on their cultural adjustment, null hypothesis II: There is no 
significant difference between the different levels of the frequency of meeting American friends 
or neighbors on their cultural adjustment, and null hypothesis III: There is no significant 
difference between the levels of the relationship with an American friend or neighbor and the 
levels of the frequency of meeting on their cultural adjustment. 

Findings 

In the main effect of the frequency of meeting American friends or neighbors (see Table 
1), there was a significant difference between the frequency levels on their cultural adjustment F 
(2, 52) = 3.87, p = .027 and the null hypothesis II was rejected. The partial eta squared was large 
(.13) and the observed power was desirable (.68). However, there was no significant difference 
in the relationship with American friends or neighbors. In the interaction effect (see Table 1), 
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also, there was no significant difference between the levels of the relationship and the levels of 
the frequency on the dependent variable F (8, 52) = .35, p = .705 and the null hypothesis III was 
not rejected. The partial eta squared was medium (.01) and the observed power was not desirable 
(.10).  

Table 1. Tests of Between-Subjects Effects on International Students’ Cultural Adjustment  

Source Df F 
Partial Eta 
Squared 

Observed 
Power 

The Relationship with American Friends 
or Neighbors 4 .19 .00 .07

The Frequency of Meeting American 
Friends or Neighbors 2 3.87* .13 .68

The Interaction between the 
Relationship and the Frequency 8 .35 .01 .10

*p < .05; **p < .01.

Using the Post hoc test (see Table 2) to find the differences of the frequency levels, the 
Scheffe test was applied because it is more strict and conservative, compared to Tukey and 
Bonferroni. As a result, there was a significant difference between the level 1(0 to 1 time per 
week) and the level 3 (5 times more per week) of the frequency of meeting American friends or 
neighbors on their cultural adjustment (p < .05). However, there was no significant difference 
between 1 and 2 (2 to 4 times per week) and 2 and 3 levels on their cultural adjustment (level 1 
and 2, p > .05; level 2 and 3, p > .05). 

Table 2. Post Hoc Test of the Frequency Levels of Meeting American Friends or Neighbors 
Levels Levels Mean Difference  Std. Error 

2 -6.18 2.981 3 - 8.45* 3.05 
1 6.18 2.98 2 3 -2.26 3.48 
1 8.45* 3.05 

Scheffe 

3 2 2.26 3.48

*p < .05; **p < .01.

Using the analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) test to treat the residential term as a 
covariance, the homogeneity of regression was met because the null hypothesis that the slopes 
are equal was not rejected in the significance level of .05 (the relationship*the residential term, p 
= .124, the frequency*the residential term, p = .114). The residential term was an efficacious 
covariance because there was a significant difference between the scores of the term on cultural 
adjustment at the significance level of .05, F (1, 51) = 4.20, p = .046. The partial eta squared was 
large (.08) and the observed power was minimally desirable (.52). 

In the main effect of the relationship with an American friend or neighbor (see Table 3), 
there was no statistically significant difference between the dependent variable means of the 
relationship levels after controlling for the effect of covariance F (1, 51) = 1.38, p > .05. The 
partial eta squared was medium (.03) and the observed power was not desirable (.21). In the 
main effect of the frequency of meeting American friends or neighbors (see Table 3), there was a 
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significant difference between the means of the frequency levels, after controlling for the effect 
of covariance F (1, 51) = 3.62, p < .05. The partial eta squared was large (.12) and the observed 
power was desirable (.64). In the interaction effect (see Table 3), there was no significant 
difference between the levels of the relationship and the levels of the frequency on their cultural 
adjustment, after controlling for the effect of covariance, F (1, 51) = .21, p > .05. The partial eta 
squared was small (.01) and the observed power was not desirable (.08).  

Table 3. Tests of Between-Subjects Effects on the Cultural Adjustment with Residential Term 

Source Df F 
Partial Eta 
Squared 

Observed 
Power 

The Relationship with an American 
Friend or Neighbor 4 1.38 .03 .21

The Frequency of Meeting American 
Friends or Neighbors 2 3.62* .12 .64

The Interaction between the 
Relationship and the Frequency 8 .21 .01 .08

*p < .05; **p < .01.

Comparing the source table for ANCOVA with ANOVA, the p value of the relationship 
(.245) of ANCOVA was smaller than the p value (.663) of ANOVA. The partial eta squared and 
observed power of the relationship of ANCOVA were larger than those of ANOVA. The p value 
of the frequency (.034) of ANCOVA was larger than the p value (.027) of ANOVA. The partial 
eta squared and observed power of the frequency of ANCOVA were smaller than those of 
ANOVA. The p value of the interaction (.809) of ANCOVA was larger than the p value (.705) of 
ANOVA. The partial eta squared and observed power of the interaction of ANCOVA were 
smaller than those of ANOVA. These differences explained that the residential term was a 
beneficial covariance, impacting the outcomes.  

Conclusions 

Results of the study indicated that Korean students became better culturally adjusted if 
they had had more chances to meet American friends or neighbors. Specifically, the students 
who met their American friends or neighbors five times more per week were ultimately better 
culturally adjusted than those who met only one time per week or less. Therefore, the Korean 
students’ efforts to meet Americans seem to have improved their integration within American 
culture. However, the residential term should be considered as a critical factor within this result, 
because it provided a beneficial covariance.  

The limitations of the present study should be considered when interpreting these 
findings. Because the cultural predilections specific to these Korean students could not arguably 
represent the general cultural characteristics of all international students, future studies should 
continue this effort by surveying a broad spectrum of students from as many international 
cultures as possible, but still in a manner that is based on their particular cultures. Also, as the 
present study was limited by its convenience sampling, it is recommended that in the future a 
random sample design be utilized in order to understand international students’ cultural 
adjustments within the U.S. In addition, the validity and reliability of the measurements and their 
techniques should be retested.   
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Despite the limitations of the study, the findings nevertheless provide a further 
contribution to the growing body of literature that indicates the significance of addressing 
international students’ demographic and behavioral characteristics as a function of their cultural 
adjustment. The research indicates that support systems should be provided for international 
students by introducing Americans to them and thus improving their relationships with the native 
culture, which encourages the international students to meet more frequently with American 
friends or neighbors, and promotes their integration within American culture. These efforts can 
enhance international students’ cultural adjustment within the U.S. 
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