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This Doctoral research reports on a qualitative case study conducted to explore the adaptation
experience of a cohort of Mexican international students pursuing a postgraduate degree at a
prestigious university in England during the 2016-2017 academic calendar. Because the early
stage of the transition has been acknowledged as a critical period (Ward, Furnham and Bochner,
2001; Brown, 2008) and a holistic understanding of the participants’ experience is to be captured
by considering the pre-arrival stage (Schartner, 2014), this thesis focused on the pre-arrival period
and the first four weeks of the participants’ stay in the UK. Additionally, although the numbers of
students in international mobility have augmented considerably during recent decades (British
Council, 2012), and with it research to document the international experience has flourished
(Delgado-Romero and Sanabria, 2007), international students of Latin American origin appear to
be an understudied population (Reynolds and Constantine, 2007). Therefore, this research aimed
to redress such gap by looking at Mexican postgraduate international students in the second
largest importer of international mobility, the UK (UIS, 2016). It explored the academic,
sociocultural, and affective challenges faced, the coping strategies employed, and the institutional
services resourced for their adaptation during their first four weeks.

Empirical evidence was gathered through a qualitative survey, a questionnaire, focus groups, and
interviews. Bearing in mind the ‘here and now’ implementation of the instruments to facilitate
the recalling of recent events (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Munn and Drever, 1990) data was
collected at four different points in time. In the pre-arrival stage (early to late September 2016) 12
students completed an online qualitative survey, on arrival (early October 2016) 25 students
responded in-situ an online questionnaire; in the third stage (mid October) 20 volunteers took
part in three focus groups; finally, 7 student participants (end of October) collaborated on an
interview. The results reveal the challenges faced by the participants seemed to be related to
various elements such as the extent of pre-arrival preparations, prior experience overseas,
individual, and societal characteristics. Institutional support appeared to be mainly steered
towards administrative concerns prior to departure whilst on arrival little assistance tailored for
their needs, as international students seemed to be provided. The presence of a consolidated
group of conational fellows in the host institution acted as a buffer during the participants’ first
weeks in the UK.
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Chapter 1

Chapter1 Introduction

1.1 Prologue

This Doctoral thesis is framed as a qualitative case study and reports on the first weeks of the
adaptation! experience of Mexican international students 2enrolled in a UK University during the

2016-2017 academic calendar to pursue a postgraduate, Master or Doctor’s, degree.

The early stage of the international experience has been acknowledged as the most stressful
period (Kim, 2001; Ward, Furnham and Bochner, 2001; Brown, 2008; Schartner, 2014).
Furthermore, it has been claimed that a better understanding of the full trajectory of the
international student’s sojourn® can be grasped by studying the prior to departure stage and the
first weeks of the participant's stay abroad (Schartner, 2014). Therefore, this research sets out to
investigate the pre-arrival and the first four weeks of the participants’ experiences in the host
culture and University. First, it aims to explore and provide a holistic account of the academic, the
affective, and the sociocultural challenges faced within this early period. Second, challenging the
traditional view of culture shock as a passive phenomenon (Oberg, 1960) with no agency on
behalf of the participants, this research endeavours to explore the coping strategies implemented
prior to departure and on arrival by the international participants for their adaptation. Finally, as
institutions worldwide strive to increase their intake of international students (Andrade, 2006), it
intends to identify the usefulness of the support, in the form of institutional services and
induction, provided by the host institution for the participants' adjustment before their arrival and

during their first month of stay.

The setting for this study is a United Kingdom (UK) Higher Education (HE) institution that belongs
to the well-reputed Russell Group of Universities (2016). It was recognised as one of the 20 largest
recruiters of international students in the UK during the academic calendar 2016-2017 (UKCISA,
2018). Furthermore, according to Student Records from the Higher Education Statistics Agency
(HESA, 2018), the institution held one of the largest concentrations of Mexican international
students in the UK during the academic calendar 2016-2017. The postgraduate participants were

one-year taught Master and Doctoral students. They were mainly enrolled in programmes in the

! This study will adopt the terms adaptation and adjustment synonymously although there is some debate
about distinctions between the two (Schartner, 2014).

2 Defined by Berry (1997) as the students of different cultural groups who have willingly migrated to a
different location in order to pursue or continue their studies for a temporary period.

3 The term sojourn refers to a person’s stay outside their home country for a temporary period and for the
achievement of a particular aim such as pursuing an educational degree (Ward et al., 2001)

1
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Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) disciplines. Qualitative data was
collected at four points in time: prior to the participants' arrival to the UK, and at the beginning of
their programme in early, mid and late October 2016 using an online qualitative survey, an in-situ
online questionnaire, three focus groups and seven individual interviews. This rationale will be

expanded in the Methodology chapter.

1.2 Chapter outline

This thesis is organised in five chapters. The remainder of this first chapter will present the
rationale and background information for this research. It will be followed by the introduction of
my motivations as a researcher for the development of this study. It concludes by unveiling the

hoped impact and communication of this study.

The second chapter elaborates on the theoretical and empirical literature related to the research
aims under study. The first section of it explores traditional and contemporary approaches of
culture shock to study cross-cultural adaptation, and presents the theoretical approaches drawn
on for the analysis of this study. Moreover, it will discuss the dimensions (sociocultural,
psychological and academic) identified as essential for the understanding of the experience of
international students as well as for their adjustment in a new environment. Likewise, it presents
literature related to social integration and social support. In light of the literature reviewed, it
ends by introducing the research questions emerged up to this point. The second section reviews
organisational practices and support services implemented for the students’ transition. It explores
the rationale for the delivery of an induction, as a support service, as well as the students’
impressions in relation to it. The final sub-section identifies effective and ineffective
organisational practices for students in transitions. Subsequently, this section presents the
research question that resulted from this review of literature. It also restates the three questions
that drive this study. Finally, the chapter ends by providing a succinct reflection on the utility of

the theories reviewed for the purposes of the study.

The third chapter describes the research methodology and design adopted for this study. It starts
by disclosing my philosophical assumption, research positionality and purpose of inquiry.
Following, it outlines the study’s research design and describes its context, where the sampling
strategy and the participants are presented. The subsequent section unveils the methods
employed for data collection. Likewise, it reflects on the process and product of the pilot study,
and presents the data analysis and interpretation procedure. Lastly, it details the ethical and

methodological considerations given for the development of the study.
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The fourth chapter integrates and presents the findings and discussion on a chronological
framing. Therefore, pre-arrival and on arrival, first two weeks, and weeks 3 and 4 outlines the
presentation of findings and discussion. Moreover, the sociocultural, affective, and academic
challenges experienced and sources of support consulted are explored within the timeframe

delineated above.

The final chapter retakes the research questions under study and follows that format to provide
the key findings of this thesis. Furthermore, it acknowledges its limitations and likewise, provides
recommendations for future research as well as for HE policy and practice. Moreover, it presents
the practical and methodological contributions of this research, and details its contribution to
theory. It concludes by reflecting on my own journey experience as a PhD and international

student.

1.3 Rationale for the study

Although related, the concepts of globalisation and internationalisation are different. As
described by Altbach and Knight (2007, p.290) globalisation is “the context of economic and
academic trends that are part of the reality of the 21 century”. Internationalisation, on the
contrary, can be conceived as a response from the educational schemes to meet the demands of
the global academic world (Ibid.). Therefore, internationalisation of HE is used in a wide and all-
encompassing way to refer to diverse “international activities or programs, such as mobility,
development cooperation, research, curriculum development, or trade” (Knight et al., 2005, p.5)
launched to cope with the phenomenon of globalisation. This study, however, is centred on the

international mobility of students.

The results in the investments from universities in the international students’ mobility have
reflected a substantial increase over the last two decades (Altbach and Knight, 2007; British
Council, 2012). According to the UNESCO Institute for Statistics (UIS hereafter), the population of
outbound international students rose from 2 million in 2000 to more than 4.1 million in 2013. The
OECD Education at a Glance (2014) and the Project Atlas (2015), a global research enterprise
committed to providing accurate and reliable data on HE student mobility sponsored by the
United States Department of State, estimated growth of international students' mobility of 8
million by 2025. Nevertheless, the expansion of this mobility so far has been concentrated in
students of Asian origin. The UIS (2016) reports that in 2013 the top 2 countries with students in
mobility were China with 712,157, and India with 181,872 students abroad. According to the UIS
in 2013, the three main homes to the mobile student population were the United States (US), the

UK, and Australia with 19%, 10% and 6% respectively, of the total population of international
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students in mobility. Similarly, the UIS also states the top two student populations in the United
Kingdom, which is the setting for this study, come from Asia (China with 81,776 and India with
22,155 students). In comparison to these numbers, a population much less represented in the UK
is Latin America. The OECD Education at a Glance (2014) reported Latin America and Caribbean
students enrolled worldwide in 2012 accounted for 6% of the total percentage of foreign HE
students. On a similar note, the UIS, with data from 2013, reports a low outbound mobility ratio

(0.9%) from tertiary students of Latin American and Caribbean origin.

According to data from the UIS in 2013, Latin America was represented in the UK on a range from
1650 to 13 HE students. Mexico (n=1650) and Brazil (1573) were the lead sending countries of HE
students to the UK in 2013. While Colombia (n=932), Chile (n=656), Venezuela (284), Peru
(n=284), Argentina (n=187), and Ecuador (148) sent less HE students to the UK. While Uruguay (n=
63), Panama (n=54), Costa Rica (n=52), Bolivia (n=34), Guatemala (n=23), Honduras (n=23), El
Salvador (n=18), Dominican Republic (n=17), Nicaragua (n=15), and Paraguay (n=13) were much
less represented. Despite these low outbound mobility ratios, Project Atlas (2015) envisions

growth of outgoing international students from Latin America and the Caribbean by 2025.

Based on the previous figures, the concentration of studies related to international students’
mobility, has been on Asian students. Zhang and Goodson (2011) on their systematic review of
international students' psychosocial adjustment to life in the US report that more than 50% of the
studies revised explore the experience of Asian international students, especially from inland
China or Taiwan. For instance, a quick search on ERIC database with the term Chinese
international students will display a considerable list of related articles only as of 2015 and the
first half of 2016, in the US, the UK and Australia. The topics concerning Chinese international
students in the US’ HE context are encompassing. They go from exploring the undergraduate
experiences of Chinese international students (Valdez, 2015), to exploring their attitudes towards
counselling services (Li et al., 2016), and their academic and social integration framed on Tinto's
theory (Ross and Chen, 2015), to mention a few. In Australia, studies focused on students of
Chinese origin have scrutinised strategies to seek for help and information while in their overseas
experience (Ling and Tran, 2015), and influential factors in their decision-making process to
pursue HE (Cao and Tran, 2015). In addition to analysing the effects of mentoring strategies to
mediate acculturative stress and intercultural communication competence portrayed in Chinese
graduate international students' satisfaction (Yang et al., 2015) and the preparation of Chinese
international business students for their transition to HE in Australia (Lamberton and Ashton-Hay,
2015). Research in the UK context, during the 2015-mid 2016 period, has explored the readiness,
challenges, and expected support for Chinese business and management overseas programme

(Wang et al., 2015) and the impact of individual factors on the academic attainment of Chinese
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and UK students (Crawford and Ward, 2015). Further to examining the university preferences of
Malaysian and Chinese students (Kamal et al., 2016), and the Chinese postgraduate students'

academic adjustment in the UK HE Sector (Quan et al., 2016), to mention a few.

On the contrary, a painstaking search seemed to show a paucity of research to document the
experience of Latin American students in HE international mobility. In this regard, despite the US
being the leading destination of Latin American international students (UIS, 2016), little research
seemed to have been addressed to explore the studying abroad experience of this group of
students. From the research found, Constantine and colleagues (Wilton and Constantine, 2003;
Reynolds and Constantine, 2007) seem to be pioneers in studies involving Latin American
International students in HE institutions in the US. Their studies take a quantitative stance and
compare international students from Asia, Latin America, and Africa. Constantine and colleagues
recognise the necessity to develop more research to scrutinise the cultural adjustment
experiences of students of Latin America origin. On a similar note, Foley (2013) and Tanner (2013)
concentrated their PhD thesis on the mobility of students from Latin America in the US context.
Foley (2013) tackled the international recruitment strategies for students from the region
mentioned above. Her research approach was qualitative and interviewed counsellors at
international schools in eight countries in Latin America. On the other hand, Tanner (2013),
adopting a quantitative scope, explored the graduate experience of Mexican international
students in Doctoral programmes in the US and documented their cultural adjustment. Foley
(2013) and Tanner (2013) conclude the experience of Latin American international students is
scarcely documented and therefore more research, focused in the scrutiny of the experience of
international students from this region, should be conducted. As that is the case in the US, the
leading destination of Latin American students, it comes as no surprise that in settings like the UK,
research focused on the experience of international students from this region is even more

sparse.

On a similar note, Delgado-Romero and Sanabria (2007) argued though substantial research has
been developed to find out what challenges international students face to get adapted to
Universities in the US and how to best advise them, this has usually grouped international
students as a whole. They argue those findings might be insufficient to adequately address the
difficulties international students from specific backgrounds such as Latin America, experience.
Similarly, Urban et al. (2010, p. 235) assert most academic reports have concentrated on “Asian
international students while grouping Latin American students in an extremely broad category of
“other”. The authors state such categorisation makes it difficult to construct a useful
understanding of the experience of Latin American international students. Thus, it could be

argued there has been vast research to document the international experience, and international
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students, as a whole, are known to face challenges in their sojourn. Nonetheless, whilst the
difficulties faced while abroad might be the same or similar among the different groups of
international students, their extent of impact may vary depending on cultural distance and values
(Furnham and Bochner, 1982; Hofstede, 1986).Therefore, what surfaces as a main struggle for a
group of international students might not necessarily be for another. Bearing that in mind,
focusing on findings from a one-fits-all approach, where minority groups of international students
have been grouped as “other”, to document their experience abroad might not be a sound tactic
to capture cultural subtleties and their impact. Hence, the importance of focusing on international
students from Latin America, as a subset of the international students population that has been
understudied (Delgado-Romero and Sanabria, 2007; Urban et al., 2010; Foley, 2013; Tanner,
2013), in order to build a more solid understanding of what their experience abroad actually

entails and suggest appropriate means of support.

Furthermore, although the outbound trends of students from Latin American origin are too low to
be compared with students from China and India, the emergence presence of countries such as
Mexico and Brazil should not be underestimated (Choudaha and Chang, 2012). Over the last few
years, Latin America has earned its place as one of the world’s fast-growing markets for outbound
student mobility as the numbers for postgraduate studies overseas have increased significantly;
therefore, Latin America is expected to become the third largest global region for HE international
recruitment by 2035 (Rushworth, 2017). On this subject, in recent years the outbound mobility of
Mexican international students augmented 35% (lbid.). In the UK context, Mexico has been
recognised as the Latin American country with the largest number of HE international students

(UIS, 2016) identifying England as the primary host country (HESA, 2018a).

Therefore, based on the notion that more research efforts should be dedicated to better
document the experience of groups of students in international mobility little explored and that
they are a growing mobile population, this study sets out to scrutinise the adaptation of Latin
American international students by looking at Mexican postgraduate students in the UK. In
addition to the previous rationale informed by the review of literature, focusing on Mexican
students also emerges from the intention to contribute to the internationalisation of HE in my
working context in Mexico, the second largest Public University. This is to be achieved through the
identification of the challenges experienced, and the acknowledgment of effective or ineffective
institutional practices to assist the international student in their transition and adaptation from

the context of a HE institution with a larger trajectory in internationalisation.

Thus, this thesis intends to grasp a holistic understanding of the participants’ experience abroad

by exploring the challenges the participants faced, the sources of support provided by the
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receiving institution, and the coping strategies implemented to adapt prior to travelling and
during the first four weeks. Moreover, this research goes beyond gathering quantitative data,
which may not allow delving further into the participants’ experience and unmasking the real
challenges the participants encountered (Andrade, 2006), by adopting a qualitative approach,
which compiled data from an online qualitative survey and questionnaire, focus groups and

interviews.

1.4 Background information

The following section delves into the background information for this study. The first section
introduces the conceptualisation of the international student experience, and in light of it
overviews the challenges likely to be shared or not by domestic and international students. The
second section discusses the benefits of the studying abroad experience for the international
student, and the receiving country and institution. In line with this, it explores the relevance for
the provision of support services by host universities based on two understandings. The last
section elaborates on aspects related to international mobility in the UK, which is the context of
this study. It illustrates some of the reasons for choosing the UK as the destination; it explores

trends of international mobility as well as requirements to study in the UK.

14.1 The international student experience

Overall the transitioning experience of studying abroad can be regarded as a positive outcome. It
reflects the achievement of the learner's interest to expand their knowledge with experts in their
field of interest; in addition to, in some cases, having gained admission to highly competitive
institutions and secured a scholarship for this purpose (Jindal-Snape and Rienties, 2016). This
eagerness for accomplishment can place the international student as a highly motivated
individual (Wright and Schartner, 2013; Jindal-Snape and Rienties, 2016). Despite the
achievement and the benefits that studying abroad embodies, the transition *from one cultural
and educational setting to another can also entail difficulties. In this view, it has been
acknowledged while some international students find it easy to adapt to the new environment,

others face some difficulties (Andrade, 2006).

In line with the latter, research has consistently stated although the domestic student indeed

faces challenges in their transition to university, the international student has commonly been

4 Defining transition as “a passage from one fairly stable state to another fairly stable state, and it is a
process triggered by a change” (Meleis, 2010, p. 11).
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identified to experience a far more uneven scenario that implies greater adjustment needs (Evans,
2009; Schartner, 2014). As Ward and Kennedy (1993, p.143) claim, “stress and coping approaches
to acculturation suggest that psychological adjustment should be more problematic in sojourning,
compared to sedentary, groups”. For instance, while both groups of students are likely to
experience difficulties adjusting to the educational environment, pursuing studies in a foreign
language is recognised as a stressor likely to interfere with the adaptation of the international
student (Smith and Khawaja, 2011). Moreover, international students have perceived more poorly
the expectations concerning the quality and effectiveness of the institutional support services
provided, which have been linked to a more deficient adaptation and higher depression levels,
than by their local counterparts (Ibid.). Other domains in which international students have been
identified to experience more challenges, in comparison to domestic students, are social support,
feelings of loneliness and homesickness in part due to the absence of support networks and the

difficulty of making friends with locals (Smith and Khawaja, 2011).

Furthermore, it has been argued the range of issues the international student face, span from
everyday matters to emotional distress (Ward et al., 2001). These difficulties are related to
practical concerns, such as arranging accommodation and transportation, adjusting to the
different weather, educational system, and shaping the skills to communicate in a foreign
language (Schartner, 2014). Inadequate language proficiency has been recognised as one of the
most salient challenges international students face as well as an anxiety trigger (Brown, 2008).
Lack of proficiency, in turn, can affect the academic (understanding lectures, examinations and
asking questions) and sociocultural (interacting with locals and making friends) domains of the

international student’s adjustment (Smith and Khawaja, 2011; Schartner, 2014).

In addition to the latter, international students are considered to experience “multiple contextual
transitions” (Jindal-Snape and Rienties, 2016) given that they are to adjust to a new country, a
different educational system, and a higher academic degree. Further to adjusting their
interpersonal relationships at home and creating new ones in the host culture (lbid.). Based on
this notion, the international students’ learning curve to adapt to the new academic and cultural
conditions is deemed to be frequently sheer (Evans, 2009). Therefore, diminishing the impact of
these contextual transitions is essential for the international student to reap the benefits of their
aspiration to study abroad. In line with this, the following section explores some of the benefits
international students bring to the host country and receiving institutions; it similarly overviews
the stance taken in relation to the provision of institutional support services to assist the student

in transition.
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1.4.2 Studying abroad benefits

The gains of studying abroad seem to be bidirectional. On the one hand, the international student
is claimed to benefit from the experience in linguistic, intercultural, personal, and professional
terms (Wright and Schartner, 2013). On the other, the receiving country and institution are
considered to profit from the academic, cultural, and economic input the international student
brings (Jindal-Snape and Rienties, 2016). International students by their presence provide an
opportunity for non-mobile students and staff to experience a diverse and multicultural
environment. In spite of this cultural enhancement, international students are highly valued by HE
institution providers in virtue of the substantial financial revenues earned from the overseas

student tuition fees (Verbik and Lasanowski, 2007; Wright and Schartner, 2013).

The outpaced growth of international students in global tertiary enrolments over the last two
decades has warranted the institutions’ economic dependence on this student’s segment, for a
solid economy and a continued vitality (Verbik and Lasanowski, 2007; Li et al., 2009; Montgomery,
2010; British Council, 2012; Wright and Schartner, 2013; llieva et al., 2014;). In light of this, a
fierce competition to attract and retain international students by receiving countries and host
universities has been in action (Li et al., 2009; Schartner, 2014). Therefore, elaborated strategies
to improve the international students’ experience have begun to emerge; where some of these
have emphasised the immediate need to promote and foster the value of diversity in the teaching

and learning spheres as well as in quality assurance groups (Montgomery, 2010).

In this regard, the provision of adequate institutional support services to assist international
students has become of utmost importance on two bases. First, scholars advocate for increased
awareness of the impact of the international student’s transition, and therefore for an active
response on behalf of the recruiting university (Andrade, 2006; Schartner, 2014; Jindal-Snape and
Rienties, 2016). The involvement of the receiving institutions is expected through the
implementation of appropriate support mechanisms to reassure these students with a positive
experience and achievement of academic goals (Andrade, 2006; Schartner, 2014; Jindal-Snape
and Rienties, 2016). Second, in their quest to attract and maintain their international students’
numbers, universities across the globe have started scrutinising how to best support international
students and developing institutional support systems at the university, and Faculties and
Departmental level (Li et al., 2009; Montgomery, 2010). Nonetheless, it has been claimed that the
responsibility to fit in' in the new, academic, and cultural milieu has primarily been placed on the
student in mobility behalf with little efforts by the receiving institutions (Andrade, 2006;
Schartner, 2014).
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The following section addresses contextual information pertaining trends of international

students in the UK.

143 International mobility in the UK

According to Graduate Prospects (2016), a UK government-supported website recruiting students
to the UK, the UK is the preferred destination to study after the US due to the rounded
combination of elements it provides. Academic, professional, time length, linguistic and cultural
aspects comprise the bundle of benefits. Promoting in the first place the worldwide reputation
and recognition of its institutions and earned qualifications, which are claimed to facilitate work
insertion after graduation. Second, the shorter length of its postgraduate programmes, wherein
comparison with other countries educational systems, a Masters taught programme usually lasts
one-year full time, and a PhD degree could be completed in three full-time years. Given that
English is a widely used language living and studying in the UK promises linguistic rehearsal and
improvement. Finally, experiencing the uniqueness of the UK culture is presented as an advantage

for choosing the UK as a study abroad destination.

Concerning the influx of international students in the UK, the UK Council for International Student
Affairs (UKCISA, 2018) reported that for the 2016-2017 academic calendar, 13% of the students
enrolled in HE in the UK, were from outside the UK and the rest of the European Union (EU). The
total figure of non-UK students studying in the UK during the 2016-2017 calendar was of 442,375
with 42% of postgraduate students, belonging to a country outside the EU. Chinese students are
appreciably the largest international student group in the UK; representing almost one-third of
the non-EU students’ population in the UK (UKCISA, 2018). Moreover, England is reported
(UKCISA, 2018) as the country holding the largest concentration of international students in the
UK. In regards to HE Latin American students in the UK, according to data from HESA (2018a) for
the 2016-2017 academic calendar, the top five sending countries were: Mexico (n=2120), Brazil
(n=1745), Colombia (n=1005), Chile (n=865) and Ecuador (n= 515). These figures show a slight
increase of Latin American students in the UK compared to those reported in 2013 (see Rationale
for the study). Overall, England has been accounted as the leading host country for the students
from this region. Within England, London is the preferred English region by Mexican students;

followed by Yorkshire and The Humber, and the South East, which is the setting for this study.

The top three subject areas most sought by EU and non-EU students in the UK are, in order of
relevance: business and administrative studies (exceeding by far the other subjects), engineering
and technology, and social studies (UKCISA, 2018). Nonetheless, the OECD Education at a Glance

(2017) reports STEM subjects is a growing field among HE international students in OECD

10



Chapter 1

countries, with almost one-third of them opting for a science-related programme. Moreover,
graduation in the latter subjects at the doctoral level has nearly doubled in comparison with
numbers at the undergraduate level in 2015 (lbid.) Furthermore, graduating from a STEM
affiliated subject is associated with higher employment rates. Thus, according to the OECD (2017)
the expected employment rate for students graduating from information and communication
technologies (ICT) programmes is 7% higher than those who pursued a degree from the arts, the
humanities, the social sciences, journalism or information. In line with this, the primary interest of
Mexican international students in the UK is on postgraduate, research or taught programmes,
ascribed to STEM subjects. Such choice seems to have an association with the scholarship
opportunities available for them. The National Council for Science and Technology (CONACYT) has
a long trajectory, as well as nation and worldwide recognition as an important Postgraduate
scholarship provider in Mexico (Rushworth, 2017). The CONACYT endeavours to improve Mexico’s
scientific, technological, innovative, social, and human-centred abilities by fostering the

development of knowledge at the national postgraduate level (lbid.)

Regarding study-related visas granted in 2016, the UK Home Office (2017) reported a slight
decrease of 1% with 207,200 Tier 4 visas conceded. Comparably, the number of university-
sponsoring study visa applications increased by 1% to 167,554. It included a 6% increase for
Russell Group universities (80,360). Over this period, only five non-EU nationalities represented
58% of the study-related visas granted, with Chinese students taking by far the lead with 37% of
the total. Followed by students from the United States, India, Hong Kong, and Saudi Arabia, in

that order.

Overall, according to UK Visas and Immigration (2018) the requirements to apply for the Tier 4
visa category in the UK involve four general requirements. It requires acceptance to a place on a
programme by an education provider accredited as a licensed sponsor, and financial proof for
payment of studies while duration of studies. In addition to proof of English competence;
regularly by passing a secure English Language test (SELT), equivalent to level B2 of the Common
European Framework for Languages (CEFR) for HE studies. Finally, not belonging to a country that

is part of the European Economic Area (EEA) or Switzerland.

Despite the current economic reliance of HE institutions in their international students’
population (llieva et al., 2014), the implementation of tight immigration policies in the UK has
resulted in a decrease of international students and a refusal of 4,500 student visa applications by
the end of 2011 (Choudaha and Chang, 2014). As of March 2009, the UK Home Office (2014)
implemented a series of changes to their immigration policy for Tier 4 visas. The Point Based

System (PBS) along with other stricter measures, aiming to diminish the misuse of student-related
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visas for immigration reasons, was introduced (Choudaha and Chang, 2014). As of then, Tier-4
applicants are required to be sponsored by an education provider licensed by the UK Border
Agency and restrictions on post-study work were enforced (UK Home Office, 2014). This visa
regime has been regarded as “damaging” given that it has harshly affected the intake of
international students in UK business schools and other universities that depend on the revenue
from this group of students (Collinson, 2016). In spite of the competitiveness and high recognition
of UK universities, the tightening of the immigration rules is diverting investment and talent since

the UK is becoming a "difficult" or "unattractive" place to study (lbid.)

In addition to the rationale of this study to expand knowledge in a population understudied,
Mexican international students, in a context of study where they represent the main intake of
students of Latin American students, the UK; the following section presents my interests as a

researcher for the development of this research.

1.5 Motivations as a researcher

As a former Bachelor of Arts' student studying to become an English teacher in a non-
multicultural environment, | realised that there was a lot to learn beyond language. Therefore, |
made an effort to engage in an international experience where | could widen my cultural
knowledge of the language | was planning to teach. To do so, | went abroad for the first time to an
English speaking country and pursued a Master of Arts Degree. To be in a class, as a student and
teaching assistant, with students from all over the world and learning about cultural differences,
made the perfect bridge between theory and practice of what an intercultural experience was.
This experience triggered my interest in international education issues and the desire to update

the generation and application of knowledge in this area.

Considering that my personal and academic success as an international student at a US University
was attributed in part to the support provided to me by the host institution; once back in my
former University, as an employed part-time lecturer, | became interested in the support
international students need prior to and during the first weeks of their mobility to adjust to
dissimilar environments. | informally approached administrative staff in charge of international
students to inquire into the orientation process, and little support appeared to be offered. There
seemed to be room for improvement in the procedures used, as well as new means of support to
be implemented. | then decided to work on a small-scale research project concerning the
perceptions of eleven undergraduate international students regarding the orientation process
they experienced. The aim was to discover how successful the orientation received prior to and

during the first two weeks of stay in the new culture had been according to their perception. The
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results of such study showed lack of consistency on the type of orientation received, which was
reflected in different extents of support. Additionally, the assistance seemed to derive from
different areas such as academics, the office for internationalisation and the participants’ home
University. Finally, the international participants hoped to have received more information prior
to arrival and to have access to more information on the institution's webpage. Such study
unfolded new research areas that confirmed my interest to devote the development of my

Doctoral studies in this area.

Furthermore, | myself have undergone three processes of transition and adaptation as a student.
Firstly, | moved from a small town to the capital state city in my home country to pursue my
undergraduate studies though | was a domestic student, the academic and sociocultural
environment was utterly unfamiliar to me, and | needed to adjust to the new academic and non-
academic environment. My second experience was as an international student at a US University
while pursuing my Master's degree. Finally, the third one and the one | am currently experiencing
is as a PhD international student in the UK experiencing my own adjustment to a new academic
system and culture while researching the adaptation experience of other Mexican postgraduate
students also in the UK. A comprehensive positionality statement, which will develop this section

in richer detail, will be found in the methodology chapter.

1.6 Impact and communication

The results of this study aim to contribute to international student mobility through the
exploration of the international student experience of an understudied and fast mobile
developing region. Therefore, findings from this study aim to be of interest to scholars
researching the international student experience of Latin American origin as a region and Mexico
as a country. Moreover, they aim to be of relevance to policymakers by informing on beneficial
organisational practices, which should be maintained, and on poor practices, which might need to
be revisited for a smoother transition. Furthermore, this study could also be of relevance to
academics interested in understanding the academic culture of their international learners.
Finally, results could aid administrative staff and personnel by having a clearer understanding of
the challenges Mexican international students face and the usefulness of the support services

they provide, to in turn optimise the quality of the services they are offering.

Additionally, this research aims to contribute to the internationalisation of HE in Mexico through
the identification of effective organisational practice in relation to transition and adaptation of
Mexican students studying in contexts like the UK. For instance, it endeavours to deliver

recommendations and good organisational practices that could be implemented for the
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improvement of HE mobility practices in my working context. Further, it is expected that the
results of this research would not only benefit outgoing Mexican international students, but also
international mobile students coming to the Mexican HE context. In this view, this research
attempts to provide critical input for the provision of adequate resources, so that Mexican
universities can send and receive students with a firm foundation that prepares them for global

education.

Finally, the outcomes of this research seek to be beneficial for the international student's integral
development by increasing their awareness about what the international experience entails,
which may lead to a maximisation of the available resources and an increased consciousness of
their stance in this process. The latter aiming to achieve a smoother adaptation that contributes
to the achievement of their educational goals and the development of a sound relationship with

the host culture.

The following chapter illustrates the guiding literature for this study.
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Chapter 2 Literature review

This chapter presents my engagement with the theoretical and empirical literature of relevance to
this study. It is organised into two main sections. The first section reviews traditional and
contemporary theoretical approaches of culture shock to study cross-cultural adaptation®. It
discusses the guiding theories for this study. Further, the literature of relevance to the adaptation
of international students and the early period of their sojourn is reviewed. Social interaction and
social support as coping strategies are then presented. The second section of this chapter
explores organisational practices to support international students’ transition. It reviews mainly
empirical literature related to students support services, induction, the rationale for delivery,
students' impressions, and identified effective and ineffective organisational practices. Each of the
two sections conclude by presenting a summary of the literature reviewed and accordingly,
introduce the research questions that emerged as a result of such engagement with the literature.
Finally, the chapter ends by restating the three research questions that guide this study and
succinctly describing the utility of the theories explored in this review of literature for the

purposes of the study.

2.1 Theoretical approaches to culture shock

The result of the contact of an individual in an unfamiliar culture was initially posited as ‘culture
shock’ (Oberg, 1960). Therefore, sojourners, defined as the “individuals who travel voluntarily to a
new culture, usually for specific objectives such as educational and occupational opportunities,
who view their residence in the new culture as fixed and finite, and who usually have expectations
of returning to their country of origin” (Ward and Kennedy, 1994, p.331), were likely to

experience it.

Traditional theories of culture shock to study cross-cultural adaptation were rooted in migration
and mental health viewpoints (Ward et al., 2001). These initial models had a clinical orientation
and were heavily associated with medical approaches of the sojourner adjustment. Consequently,
they emphasised the negative aspects of the cross-cultural encounter inasmuch as to require
medical assistance. Therefore, a new perspective emerged. It posited not to conceive the cross-

cultural sojourn as a taxing event that needed to be dealt in medical terms (Furnham and

5 In this study the terms cross-cultural adaptation and adjustment will be used indistinctively to refer to
“the dynamic process by which individuals, upon relocating to new, unfamiliar, or changed cultural
environments, establish (or reestablish) and maintain relatively stable, reciprocal, and functional
relationships with those environments” (Kim, 2001, p.31)
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Bochner, 1986), but more as a learning experience, where both the student sojourner and the
host culture played an active role (Ward et al., 2001). This positionality allowed for the emergence
of contemporary theories, where the concept of ‘culture shock’ was renovated to a more dynamic
standpoint. The sojourner was then perceived as a proactive agent, who reacted and acted to the
difficulties emerging from change. This shift was grounded in the culture learning approach and
suggested, "preparation, orientation, and the acquisition of culturally relevant social skills" (Ward
et al., 2001) as the appropriate course of action for sojourners. Therefore, the passive version of
the sojourner, as a receiver, deriving from a harmful situation, started to be questioned (Zhou et

al., 2008). Both theoretical currents, traditional and contemporary, are illustrated below in detail.

2.1.1 Traditional models

The perspectives, concerning culture shock and cross-cultural adaptation, coined by Lysgaard

(1955), Oberg (1960), and Adler (1975) are commonly addressed in the literature.

Lysgaard (1955) seemed to be a pioneer in developing research pertaining international academic
mobility. His research focused on the retrospective exploration of the adjustment of a group of
Scandinavians who had been in the United States, mainly for academic reasons, for periods of 0-6
months, 6-18 months, or for 18 months or over. Lysgaard’s (1955) work has been prominently
recognised due to his proposition of adjustment as a process over time. Based on his evidence,
there was a relationship between duration and adjustment, which could be understood as a ‘U-
shaped curve’. Therefore, sojourners would have to pass through different stages in order to
achieve ‘good adjustment’. The first stage was symbolised by feelings of easiness and success in
the foreign context. There is excitement for being abroad and for making new ‘social contacts’
even when these relationships are more circumstantial than deep engagements (Lysgaard, 1955).
The second stage was acknowledged as the ‘crisis’. At this point, the sojourner is in need of
stronger relations with people from the host community and the inability to suffice that right
away triggers feelings of loneliness and ethnocentric views (lbid.) It is in the final stage where
“one begins to feel better adjusted again, becoming more integrated into the foreign community”

(Lysgaard, 1955, p.51).

Oberg’s (1960) contribution to cross-cultural research is twofold. First, he is attributed with the
concept of ‘culture shock’. Oberg’s argumentation was focused on the adjustment of missionaries’
sojourners. According to him, when in a different cultural context, travellers ‘suffer’ from culture
shock, triggered by feelings of nervousness given the loss of “all [...] familiar signs and symbols of
social intercourse” (Oberg, 1960, p.177). Oberg interpreted the impact of cross-cultural

experiences as a disease that sojourners had to suffer and for which, some could recover while
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some others could not. Secondly, in resemblance with Lysgaard’s (1955) proposition, Oberg
(1960) identified stages sojourners go through in order to adjust. A fascination of the host culture
also marks the beginning stage. He defined it as the "honeymoon stage", and it could last from a
few days up to six months dependent on the situation. This superficial stage was replaced by a
“crisis” stage in which the sojourner is due to experience “ real conditions of life”. This stage is
distinguished by “hostile and aggressive attitudes towards the host country” (Oberg, 1960, p.178).
The sojourner seeks “refuge” by establishing contact with fellow nationals and vents through
stereotypical comments its emotions. By the third stage, the sojourner has grasped some cultural
and linguistic understanding of the host culture and is more able to find their way around. This is
described as the recovery stage where confidence and ethnocentric views start to emerge. The
final stage is where “complete adjustment” is expected to happen once the sojourner has
accepted and enjoyed the new customs, and negative feelings, such as anxiety, have overall
vanished. The process of these stages seems to fit well with Lysgaard’s (1955) proposition of a U-
curve adjustment where sojourners initially live a fascinating experience, followed by a delicate

stage, which gradually starts to pick up until reaching a final satisfactory stage for adjustment.

Similarly, Adler in 1975 proposed five stages for the understanding of the transitional experience
of cross-cultural sojourners. The first four stages he proposed (contact, disintegration,
reintegration, autonomy, in that order) show substantial similarity with the conceptualisations
and the adjustment trajectory presented above. However, Adler (1975) looked at the transitional
experience from a different perspective. For him, culture shock should not be regarded as a
negative happening; instead, it should be conceived as an opportunity for "culture learning, self-
development, and personal growth" (Adler, 1975, p.14). Adler's basic understanding was that the
experience of transitioning had potential for “personal and cultural growth”; thus, the process
would not finish when adjusting in the “autonomy” stage to the host environment. A fifth stage,
named the “independence”, followed. In this stage, the sojourner had a deeper self- awareness as
well as a more grounded understanding of cultures not being better or worse, but different
(Adler, 1975). This discovery was expected to lead the sojourner to more skilled management of
“further transitions". On these grounds, Adler (1975) did not conceive the independence stage as
the end of the process instead it was expected to trigger the interest to undergo other cross-
cultural experiences. Contemporary theorists later followed Adler’s understanding of culture

shock, as a learning process.

Concerning the traditional theories explicated above, Church's (1982) comprehensive review of
the literature, related to the sojourners’ adjustment (stages, curves, and types), found little
support for the U curve hypothesis. Based on the evidence consulted, the U curve of adjustment

was conceived as “weak”, “inconclusive” and “overgeneralized” (Church, 1982, p.542). One of the
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main criticisms was that the beginning of the sojourn was not depicted as a “honeymoon” stage
with an impressionistic behaviour, as conceptualised by Oberg (1960) and Adler (1975). Opposite
to that, subsequent research by Furnham and Bochner (1986) identified the early stage as the
most stressful period of the sojourn. Literature pertaining to the early period will be elaborated in

a subsequent section.

Berry (1997) challenged the concept of culture shock coined by Oberg (1960). According to him,
the term culture shock bears a negative connotation because it assumes an inevitable clash
between the sojourner and host culture. Though there are relative struggles to be faced in the
acculturating experience, Berry acknowledges there are also coping processes to overcome them.
Additionally, he clarifies the basis of the issues experienced is due to the interaction between two
different cultures, rather than conceiving as one culture provoking the shock. Berry (1997) up
brings then the concept of acculturative stress and relates it to psychological patterns of stress as
a reaction to environmental stressors. Even when the term of culture shock might denote a
negative impact from the start, and acculturative stress might propose a more equitable
understanding, the latter term does not appear to be broadly embraced by literature in the field. |
value the psychological element Berry (1997) added to the conception of culture shock. Following
that path of ideas, this study agrees with Adler's (1975, p.13) definition of culture shock as: "a set
of emotional reactions to the loss of perceptual reinforcements from one's one culture, to new
cultural stimuli which have little or no meaning, and to the misunderstanding of new and diverse
experiences". However, this thesis disregards the notion of culture shock as a negative stance
with no agency on behalf of the sojourners as postulated by traditional theories and appreciates

the conception of it as an opportunity for learning as proclaimed by Adler (1975).

2.1.2 Contemporary theories

Traditional theories of culture shock led to the emergence of contemporary approaches for the
study of cross-cultural adaptation. They went beyond the conception of ‘culture shock’ as a
negative account and aimed for a more proactive view in which participants took an active role in
it (Zhou et al., 2008). These contemporary theories have been defined as the ABCs of culture
shock since they consider the Affect, the Behaviour, and the Cognitions of human interaction and
emphasise “the shift from the negative and reactive features of culture contact towards its
adaptive, active coping aspects (Ward et al., 2001, p.39). They are namely: Culture learning, Stress
and coping, and Social identification theories. The culture learning and the stress and coping
frameworks have been mainly acknowledged and used as guiding theories for the study of cross-
cultural adaptation (Ward et al., 2001). Nonetheless, the following section presents the three

perspectives and ends by accounting the conceptualisations drawn on for this study.
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2.1.2.1 Culture learning

The culture learning approach is one of the contemporary perspectives, and its emphasis rests on
the behavioural part of the intercultural contact §(Ward et al., 2001). It had its origins in social and
experimental psychology, coined by Argyle (1969) and his work on social skills and interpersonal
behaviours. He focused on the behavioural elements of the interaction and suggested: " an
individual engaged in interaction is engaged in a performance that is more or less skilled" (Argyle,
1969, p.180). Consequently, a dearth of appropriate social skills may be the source of ineffective
communication with individuals from different and new cultures (Zhou et al., 2008). Therefore,
behavioural competence is the underpinning principle of the culture learning approach since it is
believed that “culture-specific skills (...) are required to negotiate the new cultural milieu” (Ward

et al., 2001, p.37).

According to Bochner’s (1982) culture-learning model, intercultural contact could be either a
‘threatening’ or an ‘enhancing’ experience. It could be threatening if the sojourner was conceived
as an outsider “intruding on a group’s established territory, undermining the values and diluting
the cultural identity of its members” (Bochner, 1982, p.37). On the other hand, it could be
enhancing, if the sojourner was appreciated as an interesting individual through whom a different
perspective of the world could be learnt. To this end, it was necessary to blur the division
between "us" and "them" through the involvement of both groups and the enhanced learning
about each other's culture (lbid.). In addition to this, the provision of an approach that went
beyond cognitive learning, where general information was not regarded to enable the sojourners
to perform adequately in the new everyday life context, and that incorporated characteristics of
the host culture without verging the sojourners to lose their own identity, was posited (Bochner,
1982). In line with this, one of the fundamental premises of Bochner’s proposition was not to give
for granted that sojourners aimed to adapt to the host culture, in the sense of being willing to
abandon their home culture and embrace the new one. Instead, Bochner avowed sojourners
strived to be less regarded as intruding outsiders and it was when not behaving adequately that
they were most spotted in the host culture. For so, irrespective of converging or not with salient
norms and behaviours of the host culture, which might be reverted once back in former culture,
the importance rested on the sojourners’ acquisition of sociocultural skills to navigate
appropriately in the context in turn (Furnham and Bochner, 1986). Therefore, culture learning is

concerned with the acquisition of sociocultural skills; hence, it is related to the sociocultural

8 Intercultural contact is defined in this study as “communication between people from different national
cultures” (Gudykunst, 1993, p.179).
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adaptation of the sojourn. The different domains of adaptation will be presented later in this

chapter.

Following the previous argument, Furnham and Bochner (1986) have been strong proponents of
the culture-learning approach. The authors assert rupture in intercultural communication
encounters is due to ‘inadequate’ mastery of the host environment social conventions.
Unsatisfactory social performance could be due to unawareness of the appropriate behavioural
norms for social conduct in the specific new culture or if cognizant about these rules of conduct,
‘unable’ or ‘unwilling’ to accept them (Furnham and Bochner, 1986). The authors claim that
sojourners in a new culture are ‘socially unskilled persons’ and a set of conventions needs to be
learnt to properly function given that norms of social interaction differ between cultures. In line
with the previous understanding, the underlying premise of the culture learning approach is that
“cross-cultural problems arise because sojourners have trouble negotiating certain everyday
social encounters” (Furnham and Bochner, 1986, p.201). Thus, for the achievement of successful
intercultural interaction, the identification of the social situations that are of disturbance for a
sojourner in a specific context, followed by training of relevant skills, is asserted as the
appropriate course of action (Ibid.) The set of skills is dependent on the sojourner's characteristics
such as age, gender, social class, culture of origin, as well as their purpose for sojourn (Furnham
and Bochner, 1986). In addition to other elements, but not limited to: previous experience abroad
(Klineberg and Hull, 1979); length of residence in host country (Searle and Ward, 1990); general
knowledge about the host culture (Ward and Searle, 1991); language and communication
competence (Furnham, 1993); academic and language difficulty, adjustment to the physical

environment, and living independently from family (Searle and Ward, 1990).

Additionally, culture learning rather than conceiving the sojourn as a detached event, it conceives
the sojourn as an integrative component of the individuals' life (Furnham an Bochner, 1986). For
instance, the beginning and the end of the sojourn are not the frames of culture learning. Rather
it is alleged that prior to departure practices, the degree of competence, and extent of
preparation will determine the individual’s experience abroad and similarly, this will impact the
sojourner’s later reinsertion in their home culture (Klineberg 1981 in Furnham and Bochner,
1986). Opposite to earlier models of culture shock, culture learning approach bears the
understanding that the ‘difficulties' the sojourner's faces whilst abroad, are not merely the result
of intellectual deficits, but they are associated with the degree of preparation (Klineberg 1981 in
Furnham and Bochner 1986). This thesis embraces this notion and in line with it explores the

extent of the participants’ preparation for the challenges faced within their early stage.
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In sum, it could be said that the culture learning perspective is underpinned by three premises: 1)
the recognition that cultural apprentices face difficulties dealing with everyday social interactions;
2) the need for culture-specific skills to convey with the host environment; 3) the
acknowledgement that those skills can be obtained through the learning process (Wilson et al.,
2013, p.901,). In this sense, ‘shock' was conceived as the drive to learn the culturally appropriate
skills and behaviours to interact in the new social conventions (Furnham and Bochner, 1986) and
this is the notion adopted in this study. It therefore adopts a more proactive stance to culture
shock, in which sojourners can get prepared for the experience, and rejects the previous
conception of it as an inevitable and static result of intercultural contact and cross-cultural

adaptation.

2.1.2.2 Stress and coping

In contrast, the stress and coping framework emerged from clinical perspectives and offered a
different approach for the understanding of cross-cultural adaptation (Searle and Ward, 1990).
The stress and coping approach highlights the affective component of the intercultural sojourn
and adaptation. Its emphasis is placed on the psychological well-being and satisfaction of the
sojourners (Ward et al., 2001) and it has its roots on research by Lazarus and Folkman (1984) on
stress, appraisal, and coping, and by research by Holmes and Rahe (1967) on social adjustment.
From this perspective, the ‘shock’ emerges from the intrinsic stress that life changes pose and
therefore, sojourners “need to be resilient, adapt, and develop coping strategies and tactics”

(zhou et al., 2008, p.65).

Though this approach recognises intercultural contact as a stressful event, in similitude with
earlier medical underpinnings, the stress and coping model gives prominence to the
implementation of coping strategies to overcome stress (Ward et al., 2001). Therefore, the focus
is on appraisal and responses to stress, which can oscillate from minor distress to incapacitating
nervousness, for appropriate management of the difficulties emerging from the intercultural
interaction (lbid.) Thus, the distinctive characteristic of the stress and coping framework, in
relation to previous medical models, rests on its active stance for the implementation of coping
mechanisms to alleviate the impact of stress; such is this thesis’ understanding of this approach
and will then seek to explore the strategies employed by the participants to cope with the

inherent stress of transitions to ease their adaptation.

Furthermore, the stress and coping approach might allow for an overarching understanding of the
cross-cultural adaptation. Given its comprehensive conceptualisation, that goes beyond the
adjustment of "an individual to a difficult or stressful situation" (Ward et al., 2001, p.38) and

integrates personal and situational characteristics that may assist or hamper the adaptation to the

21



Chapter 2

host environment (Searle and Ward, 1990). As reviewed by Ward et al. (2001), researchers in the
field have drawn on different personality attributes and situational factors such as locus of
control, extraversion, degrees of uncertainty, coping mechanisms, homesickness, loneliness,
quality of relationships with locals and conational fellows, among others. In addition to
demographic characteristics like gender, cultural background, and job condition. Moreover, it
considers cultural specific elements such as cultural distance and acculturation. The expectations
of the sojourners are also considered of relevance in the stress and coping framework, since it is
believed that the greater the gap between the expectation and the actual experience, the more
psychological difficulties the sojourner is likely to experience (lbid.) Concerning situational factors,
social support is deemed to have a clear association with cross-cultural adjustment. Social support
is then perceived as “a buffer against the psychological effects of stress” (Searle and Ward, 1990,
p.451). A discrepancy in the literature is found as to what the most useful source of support for a
sojourner is, co-nationals vs. host nationals. Social interaction and social support are presented in

detail later in this chapter on a section of its own.

Both, culture learning and stress and coping, frameworks draw from some of the elements
illustrated above for the understanding of sojourners adaptation. For example, social contact with
host and fellow nationals is also believed to play a role in the linguistic and cultural competence
the sojourners may master or not (Ward et al., 2001). Moreover, accurate expectations have also
been interpreted to lead to an effective sociocultural adaptation given that they may enhance
culture-specific skills, and encourage adequate and rewarding intercultural encounters (Ward et
al., 2001). Furthermore, cultural distance understood as the perceived degree of value differences
between home and host culture, is also related to the extent of sociocultural challenges the
sojourners' experience (lbid.). For instance, the culture distance postulation proclaims, “the
greater the cultural gap between participants, the more difficulties they will experience” (Ward et
al., 2001, p.9). Cultural distance is a principle embraced in this study for the understanding of the
participants’ adaptation and how distant or close they perceive the host culture, and in relation to

this, the psychological or sociocultural challenges they experience (Babiker et al., 1980).

The recognition and action to cope with the challenges faced in the affective and sociocultural
domains are considered to be affected by individual as well as societal characteristics (Ward et al.,
2001). In agreement with that, this study appreciates that understanding different ways to
communicate between home and host culture, be they verbal or non-verbal, is of relevance to
comprehend intercultural misapprehensions. Consequently, principles such as low vs. high
context cultures, coined by Hall (1976) are embraced in this study. As stated by Hall (1976) in a
low context culture, direct contact and delivery of information is preferred and being so, there is a

strong emphasis on verbal communication. On the contrary, in a high context culture, little of the
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message is transmitted in the explicit verbal message by itself; instead the message is conveyed
by the clues provided through the context of the situation. These different ways to communicate

could be helpful to explore the source of intercultural dissonances.

Similarly, Hofstede’s (1986) model of 4-D cultural differences (individualism vs. collectivism,
power distance, uncertainty avoidance, and masculinity vs. femininity, have also been regarded as
relevant to explain difficulties arising in intercultural encounters. For instance, in an individualist-
oriented society the bonds between its members are assumed as strong, and therefore, there is
concern about the interests of the in-group. The opposite is alleged of individualistic societies
where the primary interest lies in looking after oneself and the immediate family (Hofstede,
1986). The power distance dimension refers to the degree to what inequality is accepted in a
society by less influential people (Ibid.). Hofstede (1986) based this construct on the
understanding that ‘inequality exists’ in every society; however, some cultures are more accepting
towards it than others. The third dimension, uncertainty avoidance, denotes the degree of
nervousness to which people from different cultures react in situations that are understood as
‘unstructured, unclear, or unpredictable’ (Ibid.). In line with this, Hofstede (1986) categorised as
strong uncertainty avoidance societies those which show more adherence to formal rules and
procedures, and aim to seek security; whereas low uncertainty avoidance societies are considered
to feel more comfortable in situations that are ambiguous and therefore accept more personal
risks. Finally, masculinity vs. femininity refers to values associated with social roles. Societies
identified as masculine are claimed to be those, which draw a clear distinction in what men and
women should do. For instance, the role of the men is to look for financial success and to be
‘assertive, ambitious and competitive' while the role of the women is to assist and take care of
the ‘non-material quality of life', as well as of the children (Hofstede, 1986). In societies classed as
feminine, the roles line is more blurred, and there are no clear distinctions between the expected
behaviours and actions of men and women. In that context, activities and responsibilities may

overlap irrespective of gender.

Because Hofstede’s dimensions emerged from data captured on work-related values at a national
level in over 50 countries, caution should be taken as within one same society, different
gradations of the dimensions posited could be found (Ward et al., 2001). However, overall
research that individually scrutinises the individualism-collectivism constructs has found
consonance pertaining the values and attitudes of the participants as presented in Hofstede’s
nationality classification (Ibid.). Hofstede’s 4-D model of cultural differences will be drawn on in

this study when considered pertinent to assist the interpretation of findings.
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2.1.2.3 Social identification theories

Social identification theories on their behalf are grounded on the notion that identity is a core
element for the sojourner; being so, they study “the measurement of and changes in cultural
identity” (Ward et al., 2001, p.48). Based on the understanding that individuals define themselves
per group affiliation, social identification theories are concerned with ethnic identity. They
analyse whether ethnic identity is retained or modified, definitions and perceptions of own and
intergroup contact, which can lead to the exploration of subjects such as stereotyping, in-group
bias, and prejudice, and the effects of cultural difficulties reflected in self-esteem, at the group
level (Ibid.) Moreover, according to Ward et al. (2001), social cognitive theories portray the
influence of contemporary psychology in that they are interested in internal cognitive processes

instead of external perceptible behaviours.

One conceptual framework for the examination of the relationship between culture contact and
change is acculturation and identity. Acculturation is defined by Valiente (2008, p.82) as “the
integrative process of awareness towards one’s own culture and others’ cultures [and] it requires
interaction between the learner’s existing cognitive framework and his new environment”. This
interaction is likely to prompt changes in different areas such as attitudes, beliefs, and conducts,
but more importantly in cultural identity (Ward et al., 2001). Earlier conceptualisations regarded
acculturation as an antagonist process where the sojourners were considered to have to decide
between identification with home or host culture (Ibid.). A more comprehensive
conceptualisation was posited by Berry (1997). It was equally framed around home and host
culture identities; however, it jointly proposed four different strategies for acculturation. To
categorise the acculturation strategies, Berry (1997) anchored his model on two salient questions.
The first one was related to the individual’s ethnic, cultural, and national identity and the extent
to which they aim to preserve or change it. Berry (1997, p.9) defined this as ‘cultural
maintenance’, and the underlying question was: “to what extent are cultural identity and
characteristics considered to be important, and the maintenance strived for”. The second
question concerned intergroup relations and the perceptions and attitudes about that interaction.
This premise was coined by Berry (1997) as ‘contact and participation’ and the question posited
was: “to what extent should they become involved in other cultural groups, or remain primarily
among themselves” (Ibid.). The responses to these questions would help to postulate the
strategies for the acculturation an individual or group of people would undergo. Berry (1997)

proposed four acculturation strategies: marginalisation, assimilation, separation, and integration.

For instance, if sojourners do not strive for retaining their own cultural identity and deem as

valuable to interact actively and engage with the settling society, assimilation is the strategy likely
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to be outlined. Conversely, the separation strategy is explained when sojourners grip to the own
culture while simultaneously evading to establish contact and participate with target culture. The
integration strategy is to be the adopted strategy when individual seek to keep a balance in
regards to preserving their original culture and interacting with the society of settlement. The
marginalisation strategy is described when there is neither attachment to preserve own culture or
to interact with the target one. Finally, Integration is known as the appropriate strategy for
acculturation; however, its successful practice and achievement require the target society’s
flexibility and comprehensiveness regarding cultural diversity (Berry 1997). It is then a two-way
strategy, or mutual accommodation, that calls for active participation, involvement,

understanding, and acceptance of sojourner-host different values (lbid.).

2.1.2.4 The ABCs of culture shock

Social identification theories account therefore for the results of intergroup contact and in light of
that, as asserted by Berry (1997), on the changes an individual experience in their behaviour,
outlooks, and perceptions. Consequently, given the focus of this research on the first four weeks
of the sojourn, exploring the outcomes of the participants’ intercultural contact, portrayed in
acculturation strategies, seems to be beyond the scope of this study. Thus, this study will not
espouse social identification theories since it is considered that identity and acculturation
outcomes could be better explored from a longitudinal study where the participants’ process of
change could be followed through time. Focusing on the first few weeks of their sojourn might
not be a sufficient time length to observe intergroup acculturation outcomes and draw sound
conclusions in that regard. Therefore, this research embraces the culture learning and stress
coping approaches as the conceptual framework based on the understanding that cross-cultural
transition of international students is an important life event that may be stressful and may
necessitate the appraisal and action of cognitive, social and affective skills to effectively cope with
the demands of the host environment, which ponder individual as well as societal characteristics

(Ward et al., 2001).

2.13 International students adaptation

The sojourner group concerned with this study is that of international students. It has been
overall defined by Berry (1997) as the students of different cultural groups who have willingly
migrated to a different location in order to pursue or continue their studies for a temporary
period. Similarly, Mori (2000, p.137) defines international students as: "people in transition who
choose to live in a foreign academic setting to realise their educational objectives". In addition to

these definitions, which denote eagerness on behalf of these sojourners to pursue academic
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goals, this study also adopts Andrade’s (2006, p.134) definition of international students as
“individuals enrolled in institutions of higher education who are on temporary student visas and

are non-native English speakers (NNES)”.

Westwood and Barker (1990), pertaining the transitional challenges that international and
domestic students face, assert both groups undergo the same transition path. However,
undertaking overseas studies and living in a different culture adds up complexities and
peculiarities, international students have to deal with; difficulties emerge on arrival from having
to adjust swiftly to a new culture and a different educational system with new academic demands
(Westwood and Barker, 1990; Hanassab and Tidwell, 2002). Additionally, learning while improving

English language skills is another task to undergo (Schartner, 2014).

Moving from Mexico to the UK to pursue postgraduate students could be interpreted as the
critical life event, as posited by Ward et al. (2001) that triggered the change. In this sense,
transitioning from one culture to another is not the only area that requires a passage. For
instance, it has been acknowledged that the process of transition from secondary to tertiary
education is complex per se. Although the participants in this study are not being introduced to
higher education (HE) conventions, it is argued that postgraduate international students, studying
abroad for the first time, are somehow freshers to the covenants of the foreign University. They
are therefore required to adjust to a higher academic degree as well as to a new educational
system (Jindal-Snape and Rienties, 2016). In light of this, the international student is to experience
“multiple contextual transitions” (lbid.) which sets them in a steeper academic and cultural

learning curve in relation to their domestic counterparts (Evans, 2009).

Overall, it could be said transitioning is difficult; however what could be accounted, as successful
adaptation is controversial since researchers have implemented different criterion measures and
have identified different features to define it. In this regard, Ward et al. (2001) scrutinised various
analytical frameworks to adaptation and concluded the different propositions made shared two
core themes: "psychological well-being and satisfaction, as well as effective relationships with
members of the new culture, are important components of adaptation for cross-cultural

travellers" (p.42).

The latter notion recognises the psychological and the sociocultural aspects of the sojourn. Ward
and colleagues have postulated this. For instance, Searle and Ward (1990) and Ward and Kennedy
(1993) pinpoint there is not an integrated framework for the study of cross-cultural adaptation; in
this sense, they argue cross-cultural adaptation could be best studied from the lens of
psychological and sociocultural adjustive dimensions (Ward and Kennedy, 1994). Moreover, they

claim although these two types of adjustment processes are interrelated, they are distinctive and
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composed by different factors, and should, therefore, be studied independently (Ward and

Kennedy, 1994).

Psychological adjustment is concerned with the emotional and affective extents of the sojourn
(Yang et al., 2006). It pertains to the stress individuals undergo when immersed in the new culture
and to the “feelings of well-being and satisfaction" (Ward and Kennedy, 1993, p.131) in relation to
that. Features such as personal characteristics, life changes, and societal encouragement
influence this type of adjustment where the appropriate supportive social network is fundamental
for a coped psychosomatic state of being (Ward and Kennedy 1993, 1994). Psychological
adjustment derives from a stress coping framework that has been embodied in studies of
acculturation and adaptation (Ward and Kennedy, 1993). As presented before, this will be the
approach drawn on in this study to scrutinise the psychological adjustment of the participants.
Moreover, given that psychological adaptation deals with the affective states of the experience,
this research will use the term affective domain to refer to the set of difficulties related to the

psychological adjustment of the participants.

On the other hand, sociocultural adjustment is concerned with the skilfulness to accommodate,
convey, and interact with values of the new society on everyday situations (Ward and Kennedy,
1994). It relates to the behavioural extent of the sojourning experience and to "the ability to "fit
in" or negotiate interactive aspects of the host culture" (Ward and Kennedy, 1993, p.131). It is
concerned with difficulty to socially adjust to the new milieu and the proficiency to cope with
daily social situations faced in the unfamiliar culture. Sociocultural adaptation is rooted in a social
learning model, and it has been disseminated through the culture learning approach (Ward and
Kennedy, 1993); framework embraced for the purposes of this study. According to Ward and
Kennedy (1993, 1994), the influential factors of socio-cultural adaptation are broad cultural
understanding, the extent of residence in the target culture, and quantity of contact with local
people. Regarding the quantity of contact with locals | argue it is slightly less important than the
quality of it. If we were talking about quantity of interactions, they are likely to happen, as
sojourners need to communicate on a daily basis. Therefore, intentionally or unintentionally
contact with locals would be established on a daily basis: to take the bus, ask for queries on the
street, school, supermarket, library, for example. International sojourners are implicitly and
continuously in contact with the host culture. Therefore, the quantity of interactions is given for
granted, but the quality is not. Quality would be to interact with the culture in a way that helps to
have a sense of belonging, to engage with the host culture's salient values, to understand
unknown and implicit behaviour, and that is not likely to be acquainted by the number of
interactions you have on a day, but on the usefulness of the contact maintained. My claim is that

international students can interact with the culture per se many times throughout the day (e.g. in
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the bus, the store, the library) yet that does not mean they are necessarily building peer

relationships.

Though Ward and Kennedy (1994) contemplate the study of the psychological and sociocultural
domains as necessary for a comprehensive picture of cross-cultural adaptation, Schartner (2014)
considers academic adjustment is a core dimension that should be integrated for the holistic
understanding of the international students’ experience. Schartner (2014) differentiates between
academic adjustment and academic adaptation. For her, academic adjustment is the “adjustment
to the specific demands of academic study including styles of teaching and learning at the host
University such as lecture style, relationships between and staff, and assessment procedures”
whereas academic adaptation is interpreted as “academic achievement” measured in the form of
assessment outcomes and performance (Schartner, 2014, p.32). This study deems of relevance
the inclusion of the academic dimension for a holistic understanding of international students
sojourn. It will then take on board Schartner’s (2014) definition of academic adjustment, but will
not embrace her view of academic adaptation since it is beyond the scope of this research to

follow the participants throughout their academic studies and explore their academic outcomes.

The exploration of the above three arenas seems to offer a comprehensive framework for the
study of the adjustment of international students. This study then adopts the sociocultural,
affective, and academic domains as the scheme to scrutinise the adjustment difficulties that a
cohort of Mexican post-graduate students faced in their first weeks of sojourn in a UK University.
These dimensions will be analysed using the culture learning, and stress and coping approaches

described earlier.

21.3.1 Early period

Westwood and Barker (1990) refer to the "early period", "stage", or "critical time" of international
students sojourn. They claim the needs of international students at this point are not being
fulfilled. Though the early stage is accounted as crucial for the adjustment of international
students, there seems to be a dearth of research that deepens into the extent of the first weeks.
There seem not to be a timespan delineated. For instance, what is the length of time considered
as critical? Is it the first week, first two weeks, or first month? The first six weeks? The literature
available recognises the importance of the initial period. However, in spite of its impact on the
adjustment process of international students, “many studies do not take into account the

implications of timing” (Brown, 2008, p.7).

Brown (2008) delved into the prevalence of international students' academic-related stress in the

early period of their international experience. According to her findings, the "first 4 or 5 weeks" or
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"1t month" (Brown, 2008, p.13) are the threshold of academic culture shock. Moreover, her
findings support the notion that "adjustment refers to a time process" (lbid., p.20). Brown (2008)
concludes by confirming the need to provide international students with an orientation course
that targets academic, cultural dissonances and is imparted before the beginning of the course or

for specific purposes, during the first week, "when stress is at its highest" (Ibid., p.23).

In regards to the rationale as to why the initial stage is considered the critical period, Brown
(2008) claims the existence of a transitory association between culture shock and adaptation.
Brown (2008, p.6) argues, “culture shock is intense upon arrival in a new country but is noted for
its transitory nature”. As a consequence, tension would be acute during the initial stage of their
academic stay. It would lessen as students become academically and linguistically competent. |
concur with the author in that stress would trigger in the initial stage of the students' sojourn, and
it would diminish as they befit with the academic environment; however, | suspect there are
other factors, such as personal and contextual, that might have an impact on the extent and

duration of the stress international students’ experience.

Moreover, literature (Ward et al., 2001; Kim, 2001) asserts sociocultural challenges are believed
to be most intense at the beginning of the sojourn given the initial unfamiliarity and lack of
knowledge in the host environment, and the little interaction with local nationals at that stage.
These difficulties decrease as time passes and more culture skills are learnt. This trajectory was
depicted as an ascending curve of learning where stability is reached (Ward et al., 2001). Similarly,
Schartner (2014) in her research focusing on the cross-cultural transition of postgraduate students
in the UK supported this view. Her findings indicated that sociocultural related difficulties
flourished during the early stage of the participants’ sojourn and diminished with time.
Nonetheless, Schartner (2014) argues sociocultural adjustment was not achieved due to contact
with host nationals. Likewise, there were some difficulties, which did not level off throughout the

participants’ sojourn overseas.

Based on the previous understanding is that this research is concerned with closely following the
participants’ trajectory during their first four weeks of their sojourn and better understanding

what the first weeks entail.

2.1.4 Social interaction

The existing literature agrees on the benefits of social interaction to ease international students’
transition into a new culture. Research in the field recognises social interactions with host
nationals as the most significant for the international student's adaptation in the target culture

(Bochner et al., 1977; Westwood and Barker, 1990). Nonetheless, studies, which emphasise the
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importance of the interaction rather than on with whom, can also be found. For instance, Liu and
Winder (2014) concluded international students who developed social networks with other
students whether international, conational, or domestic experienced a smoother adaptation
process and attained a higher degree of acculturation in the host country, in this case, the UK,
opposite to those who did not form relationships with others. Liu and Winder (2014) assert
although their international participants were cognizant of the benefits that establishing social
networks with host nationals provide for their adaptation, they isolated themselves or were
inclined to befriend other conational or international students due to previous unfavourable

experiences with host nationals.

Moreover, as presented by Liu and Winder (2014), it could give the impression that it was the
international students’ choice to limit their interactions with host nationals as well as to isolate
themselves. Even though the international participants were aware of the benefits of social
interaction to ease their transition, they chose not to interact with host nationals. This could give
the sense that appropriate choices for interaction with local students were granted, but
international students decided not to take advantage of them. Though | agree with the notion
that international students might not interact sufficiently with domestic students, | disagree with
the rationale behind that decision and the way it is presented by Liu and Winder (2014). Being
perceived, as inept and lacking empathy seem two valid reasons not to seek further engagement.
Hence, it should not be implied that a suitable environment that promoted the interaction

between both groups was available.

The previous argument raises the question of the extent of involvement of the host community. Is
it only the international student's responsibility to get adapted to the new culture with no efforts
or interest on behalf of the host culture? | argue that while it can be stated that international
students decided to entrepreneur this studying abroad experience, the host society and receiving
country equally benefit from that decision in the sense of cultural diversity, and economic
benefits (Connor et al., 2004; Southall et al., 2006; Yu, 2013; Liu and Winder, 2014). Consequently,
it could also be contended that despite the lacking interest of international students to interact
with host national, there may also be a lack of cultural and social inclusion on behalf of the
society. In this regard, Westwood and Barker (1990, p.254) assert “if sojourners are carefully
introduced into a new society by close, sympathetic host-culture friends, the evidence indicates
that they may encounter fewer problems than if they are left to fend for themselves”. This depicts
a more active role on behalf of the host society since it has been acknowledged that creating
relationships with host people is not an “automatic process” and “increased interaction with host

nationals would lead to improved sojourner adjustment” (Westwood and Barker, 1990, p. 255).
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This could be regarded as a more proactive approach for an effective transition of international

students.

2.15 Social support

According to Wilcox et al. (2005, p.716) over time students create their new family where “friends
become, in effect, surrogate family members, a key of social support, both enhancing students’
general sense of well-being and belonging and providing a buffering effect when students
experience difficult”. Therefore, it could be argued that the creation of new relationships and
compatible friendships is another challenge likely to be shared by local and international new
students. As claimed by Wilcox et al. (2005), undergraduate local and international students
would have to develop and maintain a new social support network, and this process can be
daunting for both. Consequently, in the initial stage of their sojourn, before these social bonds are
created, students might experience more feelings of loneliness and homesickness, and then, rely
on old networks for emotional support (Wilcox et al., 2005). The difference here may lay on the
type of support that domestic and international can access. For instance, domestic students might
have more frequent and easier access to contact their old life, families, and friends whereas
international students are limited to whatever contact they can get through technology.
Nonetheless, domestic and international students share the need to create in the early stage of
their sojourn a new social support network or a "new family" (Wilcox et al., 2005); the difference

might rest on how smooth and accessible the formation of such relationships for both groups is.

Accordingly, Wilcox et al. (2005) strive to give a sociological perspective to the study of social
support in the transition of students to HE. They claim social support has been vastly documented
from a psychological stance, which has proved to be instrumental for the effective adaptation of
students to academic life, and acknowledges that social support takes a different role depending
on where it derives. For instance, Wilcox et al. (2005) differentiate between the concepts of social
integration and social support. The former concerned with the structure of social relations as in
the extent and solidity of them, and the latter interested in the functioning of such relationships
whether the support obtained is real or perceived. Borrowing from Weiss (1969,1974), Wilcox et
al. (2005, p.708) classify the functions of personal relationships in: “attachment, social
integration, opportunity for nurturance, reassurance of worth, a sense of reliable alliance and the
obtaining of guidance-each ordinarily associated with a type of relationship”. The authors also
distinguish between emotional, instrumental, informational and appraisal social support. These
conceptions would be helpful to appreciate the extent of social support, where it derives from, as

well as its functioning for the participants’ adaptation.
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2.2 Emerging research questions

The above section explored the literature in relation to cross-cultural adaptation and allowed for
an understanding of the evolution of models of culture shock. This study rejected the concept of
culture shock as depicted by traditional models, in which the sojourner was portrayed as a passive
receiver of the experience faced, and the introduction to an unfamiliar environment was
perceived as a traumatic process as to necessitate medical assistance. Contrarily, it embraced the
view of culture shock posited by contemporary theories, merely the culture learning, and stress
and coping frameworks. These models adopted a more active stance on behalf of the sojourner,
where the new culture could be learned and prepared for, and coping mechanisms could be
implemented to facilitate the transition to unfamiliar cultures; these are the views espoused in
this research. Moreover, it rejected the appropriateness of the social identification theories’
framework, also acknowledged as a contemporary theory, for the development of this thesis
given its focus on acculturation outcomes. The latter were considered to be best studied on a
longitudinal study and given the intention of this study to focus on the early stage of the sojourn,
also identified in the literature as the most stressful period, the integration of social identification
theories was not pondered as suitable. Furthermore, this section engaged with literature relevant
to international students and shed light on the challenges they face to adapt given the intricacies
of their sojourn to pursue studies abroad. In line with this, the literature led to the identification
of three domains (academic, sociocultural and affective), which would be adopted in this study for
a comprehensive understanding of the transitional challenges of this specific group of sojourners,
international students. Moreover, the review of literature allowed to identify the early period as
critical for the adaptation of international students; likewise, a dearth of research that focuses on
the participants’ experience during this stage and a lack of specificity as to the length of the first
weeks, became apparent. These discoveries aided me to delimit the timeframe of this study, the
first four weeks. Finally, the section above delved into social interaction and social support to
inform as to the coping mechanisms sought by international students for the process of

adaptation.

Therefore, the above review of literature informed about the need to explore the challenges, in
its three domains: academic, sociocultural, and affective, Mexican international students, who are
the focus of this study, face within the first four weeks of their sojourn. This represents the first
research question of this thesis. Moreover, acknowledging the participants’ active stance for their
process of adaptation, this study sets out to provide evidence for the coping strategies
implemented for their adaptation for the studying and living abroad experience. Thus, the two

research questions that emerged from the above review of literature are:
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1) What are the challenging areas this cohort of Mexican postgraduate international
students faced to adapt during their first four weeks of stay in the UK?
2) What are the coping strategies implemented for the adaptation of their studying and

living abroad experience?

Nevertheless, the contemporary perspective of culture shock adopted in this study, as informed
by the literature, does not only imply an active stance on behalf of the sojourner, but also on
behalf of the host culture. Thus, the transition of the specific group of sojourners concerned in
this study, international students, needs to involve and explore the sources of support provided
by the recruiting HE institution for a holistic understanding of their transition and adaptation.
How host universities support this group of sojourners and what organisational practices have
been deemed by the literature as effective or ineffective are the themes explored in the following

section of the review of literature.

2.3 Organisational practices

This section reviews the literature, mainly empirical studies, pertaining the institutional support
catered for international students in HE. It defines what support services are, and as part of these
transitional services, it scrutinises the rationale for the implementation of an induction, and it
argues the extent of the difference between an induction for undergraduate and postgraduate
international students. Moreover, it explores students’ impressions about the delivery of

inductions and scrutinises the components of effective and ineffective organisational practices.

2.3.1 Student support services

Although provided for online and distance learning, Tait’s (2000) definition of student support
might well fit the conventional campus-based form of instruction. He defines it as: “the range of
services both for individuals and for students in groups which complement the course materials or
learning resources that are uniform for all learners” (Tait, 2000, p. 289). Consequently, “student
services are (...) a response to the individual student, rather than a standard or product” (Ibid,
p.290). Based on this conception Tait proposes three interrelated and interdependent functions of

student services:

1. Cognitive: supporting and developing learning through the mediation of the standard
and uniform elements of course materials and learning resources for individual

students;
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2. Affective: providing an environment, which supports students, creates commitment,

and enhances self-esteem; and

3. Systemic: establishing administrative processes and information management

systems, which are useful, transparent, and overall student-friendly (Tait, 2000, p.289).
According to Tait (2000), student support as an effective organisational practice should be
comprised of each and all of the three components mentioned above. This proposal seems to
cater for the academic and administrative related matters of the programme and new institution
through the cognitive and systematic functions, and for the affective difficulties of the student’s
adaptation. However, this consideration of student support, not tailored to the needs of in situ
international students, does not contemplate assistance given for the sociocultural needs of the

students.

2.3.2 Induction and orientation

Induction and orientation, as part of student support services, are two concepts indistinctively
used by Forrester et al. (2005) and Cook et al. (2006). The terms refer to the conventional
campus-based "series of planned activities developed specifically for the purpose of acquainting
students with new systems, procedures, formalities and regulations of a particular
institution"(Forrester et al. 2005, p.293). According to Forrester et al. (2005), induction has been
widely seeing as a ‘one-off event’ comprised of mainly the diffusion of administrative procedures
and basic academic information. Billing (1997, p.125) provides a slightly similar definition for
students' induction, for him, it is "a period (...), during which structured activities assist [students]
to become comfortable with their new environment, friends, intellectual challenges, expectations
and study requirements”. Moreover, Billing stresses such period is not fixed and varies from place
to place. This study agrees with Billing’s conception, which seems to provide a more
comprehensive account of an induction; one that contemplates the integration of activities

aiming to foster a sense of belonging with the new environment and people.

Additionally, ‘Freshers’ week’, or ‘Week 0’ in the UK, as described by Simons, Parlett and Jaspan
(1988), refers to the programme of activities laid on for first-year students for a few days or even
a week before the academic term begins in full on Week 1. | will embrace this term accordingly to
refer to the activities launched for new undergraduates. However, for this study, similarly to
Forrester et al. (2005) and Cook et al. (2006) | will employ indistinctively the terms of induction or
orientation to refer to the activities set up for international students. Nonetheless, | will
differentiate between the inductions provided for this group of students at the institutional or at

the faculty’s level. For instance, | will refer to University’s induction as the activities institutionally
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arranged for international students whilst referring to Faculty’s induction as the introductory
sessions given at the faculty and departmental level to new students, regardless of their status as

international or domestic students.

Cook et al. (2006) in the Student Transition and Retention (STAR) Project, differentiate between
early and extended induction. The former related to "those events that occur immediately on the
arrival of a new student" whereas extended induction refers to "a longer-term assimilation of new
students into the ways in which the institution operates, particularly as it relates to its teachings
and learning methods" (Cook et al., 2006, p.7). Wilcox et al. (2005) have recognised an extended
induction as one of the most solicited strategies to reduce attrition. Nevertheless, the focus of this

study is on the early induction.

2.3.3 Induction’s rationale

According to Hassanien and Barber (2008, p.36) "induction programmes seek to facilitate the
establishment of friendship networks, and as retention and relationships appear to have a
reciprocal relationship, it is important that HE institutions present a positive induction
programme". Induction is a component, which relevance has been augmenting over the last years
given that it "plays an imperative role in the development, progress, retention and socialisation of
higher education students" (Hassanien and Barber, 2008, p. 41). Therefore, the authors place the
emphasis of induction on the maximisation of resources for the holistic experience of students in
HE. It is to be said, on the integration of new students into the social and academic life of the
institution. For Forrester et al. (2005) the relevance of implementing induction procedures should
go beyond the systematic transmission of administrative and academic information; it should bear
into account the specific needs of its increasing enrolling students coming from a vast majority of

backgrounds. This is a view embraced for the purposes of this study.

The authenticity of the intentions of HE institutions to deliver inductions has been challenged. For
instance, Billing (1997) questions whether it is for the institutions' sake and interests, or is it a
legitimate interest to assist unconfident students yet keen to start their educational path. Billing
claims that orientation should be offered for the students' sake rather than to benefit from it
institutionally. In line with this, Hassanien and Barber (2008) question whether the institutional
motives to deliver induction aiming to ease students' transition into HE, since the initial stage of

their studies is known as the most vulnerable time, is indeed achieved or not.

Other authors have contended the impact of induction on student retention as well as on its focus
on academic support. For instance, Billing (1997, p.126) asserts that being induction a vital

element that directly impacts students' retention, " it is medullar to identify if there are any
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components of dropout that can help to gain a better understanding of what are the critical
elements of “the first few weeks”. In line with this, Edward (2003, p.227) claims although
induction is a crucial element that “can ameliorate or exacerbate the student’s predisposal to
withdraw” little has been researched in regards to the transitional induction process. On their
behalf, Wilcox et al. (2005, p.709) attest that most of the research conducted on the students'
first-year experience has been devoted to the study of social support in the academic sphere
leaving less room for the exploration of the students' social support in the broader out-of-the
academia scope. Thus, scrutinising the impact of social support for the sociocultural and affective

adaptation of the participants is one of the aims of this study.

234 Graduate and postgraduate induction

Concerning the importance of induction as an organisational procedure and practice of HE
institutions, Hassanien and Barber (2008, p.35) assert orientation is arranged to introduce “new
students with new systems, as well as new people”. They argue an unknown scenario with new
people can be a taxing experience for new students, and therefore, it is essential for induction to
call for a sense of belonging in which participants can build new relations and companionships
rapidly. This, in turn, might help students to reduce anxiety and augment easiness with the
environment (Hassanien and Barber, 2008). Similarly, for Cook et al. (2006) induction has the
pivotal role of assisting students to familiarise to a dissimilar living and working environment
considerably rapidly. Likewise, Boyle and Boice (1998, p.87) state first-year graduate students “go
through a cultural learning or enculturation process in which they learn to act as productive
members of their graduate department”. Therefore, for Boyle and Boice (1998), induction plays
the instrumental role of enabling students to function in the new academic environment
effectively. Bearing the statements above into account, it could be argued that international
postgraduate students, who had not studied in the host culture before, might equally be regarded
as a group of “new” students that need to be introduced to the new conventions of the receiving
institution as well a to the “new” people, in a similar way as first-year undergraduate students.
Postgraduate international students, with no previous experience in the host context, similar to
new undergraduate students need institutional assistance to familiarise themselves to the new
living and working environment, aiming to ease disquiet and build new relationships as soon as
possible. Based on the understanding that orientation for first-year students and new
postgraduate international students hold similar core motives and given the lack of literature, to
the best of my knowledge, specifically focused on induction for postgraduate international
students, this study will also draw on literature regarding induction for undergraduate students

for the purposes of this research.
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235 Students’ impressions of induction

From the literature consulted, induction is claimed to be especially influential for the formation of
the students’ impressions of the institution as it is the first contact pre-graduate students have
with it (Edward, 2003, p.226). In line with this, induction could also be accounted as new
postgraduate international students' first encounter with the host academic system and premises.
Additionally, the orientation per se is perceived on many occasions as an unreceptive and tedious
event (Edward, 2003). It is even sometimes referred to as ‘a waste of time’ (Mortimer and
McLaughlin, 2006, p.15) given that induction activities are commonly directed towards
administrative procedures (Cook et al., 2006). This conventional approach to induction is claimed
to possibly bewilder and discourage students more than to advise and inspire them (lbid). As a
result, crucial importance needs to be given to the planning of induction as "the experience of
students early in their course leaves a significant impression that may influence later decisions"
(Cook et al., 2006, p.10) for institutional permanence or not (lbid, p.9). Additionally, it might
trigger feelings “of confusion with many seemingly unrelated tasks being completed rapidly and

then punctuated by periods of inactivity” (Cook et al., 2006, p.11) during the first weeks.

In addition to that, Billing (1997) highlights students entering HE, experience feelings of
disorientation. These feelings emerge as there are local, administrative, societal and academic
changes to which students have to adapt. Additionally, a mismatch in these students’
expectations and lack of appropriate preparation for their study field can augment feelings of
uncertainty (Billing, 1997). In this sense, it could be argued postgraduate international students,
whose first encounter with the new academic and culture is this, might face and need to adapt to

these same dimensions and therefore, likely to experience similar feelings of disorientation.

Concerning the extent of the students’ awareness about the institutional services available, Cain
et al. (2007) exploring the views of a group of graduate distance students, showed that majority
of the participants did not make use of the academic and personal support services provided by
the institution. This was because the students did not feel a strong need for assistance or they
were unaware of the resources available to them. Nevertheless, the distance participants
recognised the need for psychosocial and academic support coming from their online peers and
the instructor respectively. In this respect, students might have obtained the support they
required through the use of institutional services; however, due to lack of awareness, it was
missed. This account highlights the importance of enhancing awareness about the institutional

resources planned and accessible to facilitate the students’ insertion to the new setting.
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2.3.6 Effective organisational practices

In line with the previous arguments, the organisational practices identified as effective in relation

to student support transitional services are presented below.

Boyle and Boice (1998) in their study of first-year graduate students’ enculturation revealed the
best practices conducted and shared by effective graduate departments were characterised by
aspects of: ‘collegiality, mentoring and structure’. Additionally, all these exemplary departments
reinforced the process of its graduate entrants with a departmental induction; being aware of the
usefulness of it to familiarise students with the department, its norms, requirements and
expectations, and to introduce students to academic and administrative personnel, staff members

and advanced graduate students.

Cook et al. (2006) on their behalf assert good practice of induction is one that promotes activities
for the students’ academic and social integration. The aim of the orientation would be to make
new students socially and academic integrated prior to their entry in order for them to be "better
prepared to meet the challenges of the institution they chose to attend" and early upon arrival for
them "not to feel alienated from their new institution at the outset" (Cook et al., 2006, p.9-10)
and consequently, augment their institutional commitment and persistence. Cook et al. (2006)
recommend a balance in the provision of social and academic activities for the swift and effective
integration of students. Similarly, Hassanien and Barber (2008) considered in their evaluation of
one induction programme in HE, with mostly domestic students, the integration of social and
academic elements allow for a balanced induction. Hassanien and Barber (2008) identified anxiety
and emotional stress as feelings that hinder students’ transition, and consequently, they
contended induction should aim at diminishing these sentiments. In this sense, Forrester et al.
(2005, p.294) argued the psychological dimension of the orientation, related to personal and
affective matters has been little explored. Given the need for new students to adjust
“domestically, administratively, socially and intellectually” (Billing, 1997, p.125), fostering the
provision of socio-emotional support within the first days of the students’ entrance to the new

academic and social conventions might be a sound path to undertake.

White and Carr (2005) implemented a practical induction to pre-graduate and masters' students
pursuing engineering degree programmes, where one-third of the participants were international
students. Among the aims of this induction were to provide students with opportunities to
develop a greater sense of community, enhance group work, social learning and promote
achievement. The authors concluded the provision of such induction with a greater emphasis in

social activity as enriching and beneficial for the social and academic integration of these
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students, and therefore they advocated for the running of a specially tailored induction

programme that meets the needs of students from different backgrounds.

Borrowing from Barton (2001), Forrester et al. (2005, p.294-5) assert a successful induction is one
guided by a student-centred approach in which students are meant to take a higher degree of
responsibility for their education. Also supporting the implementation of a student-centred

approach to induction, Hassanien and Barber (2008) assert:

Interestingly, students felt that induction does not only provide a welcoming
environment to them, and assist their transition into HE, but also plays a critical role in
their socialisation into education and university culture. With the spectrum of students
entering HE widening each year, it is imperative that an induction programme is a
student-centred one. Departments, schools, and universities need to look at reducing
the anxieties of their students and provide them with many opportunities to socialise
with their peers and quickly feel at ease in their new environment (Hassanien and

Barber, 2008, p.41)

As stated before, aiming to diminish the anxiety new students face and facilitating the creation of
social networks, on the students’ first encounter with the University, whether it is at the pre-
graduate or postgraduate level, seems to be a shared aim for the delivery of an induction where

the learner is at the centre of the planning.

In line with this, Edward (2001, 2003) developed and conducted a novel approach to induction
which advocates for the delivery of an induction in context, in the form of more student-centred
approaches such as an activity- based induction or with constructivist ideals. In the quest to
reformulate the orientation undergraduate students received at a UK Mechanical and Engineering
School given the high dropout rates during the first weeks of study, Edward (2001) distinguished
between an old and new approach to induction employed in the institution. An old approach
described as a passive and acontextual event in which students were “directed en masse to a
lecture theatre where over the course of a day they were addressed by a series of speakers who
informed them of course-related matters, support services provision, student association
activities and information service provisions” (Edward, 2001, p.429); and the latter being shaped
on a constructivist model in which students played an active role in their learning process. For
instance, students were expected to be “actively involved in seeking out the support services
available in the University and what they provide at the sites of provision” (Ibid.). This form of
induction also aimed to cater students’ learning styles by the provision of different “activity (ies),
guidance and hints from facilitators and experts, practical contextual demonstrations of

techniques and short talks and hand-outs" (Edward, 2001, p.432). Regarding the new approach,

39



Chapter 2

the findings state that although helpfulness cannot be immediately measured and it might be
unwise to attribute the little personal and academic progress entrants attained, to this approach
to induction, students did express enjoyment from this type of induction. Therefore, the
conclusions consider this form of induction as effective since “students have settled quickly into
the system and show more confidence in approaching staff” (Edward, 2001, p.439). In light of this,
a contextualised and tailored induction programme appears to offer greater gains to ease the

students’ transition to the new academic environment.

Cook et al. (2006) suggest little importance has been given to the rite of passage of students from
Secondary to Higher Education. The authors highlight how Higher Education institutions excel at
transitioning students, after completion of their studies, from HE to the job market. Cook et al.
(2006) bring to attention the proper schema Universities have built to support students with
insertion into the job market and graduation, which is sumptuously celebrated. Their claim is
"Universities are less good, however, in organising and celebrating the rites of passage associated
with joining the institution" (Ibid. p.8). | would argue a similar scenario applies to postgraduate
students joining a foreign institution for the first time. These learners equally would benefit from
a rite of passage to get acquainted about the conventions of the host institution. In this sense,
Cook et al. (2006, p.14) claim a good induction practice should acquaint students with the new
surroundings, school and its support services; promote the enhancement of independent study
habits and encourage the construction of a proper channel of communication between staff and

students.

Billing (1997) aiming to provide constructive input for the delivery of induction in UK HEIs
produced a comprehensive list of DOS and DON’TS. From the guideline he proposed, | value
responsiveness to diversity as especially relevant, yet uncommonly approached in the literature.
According to Billing (1997) responsiveness to diversity has to do with identifying and recognising
the different skills of the individuals, considering their different educational context and cultural
background, and in line with this, enable staff to cope with this diversity and provide a tailored
induction. Billing’s (1997, p.132) claim is that “different categories of students have different
needs in relation to induction” and international students are usually found as a group where

little efforts have been devoted for the provision of a specialised induction.

To conclude, Hassanien and Barber (2008) recognised the need of joined efforts and
responsibilities by different academic and non-academic members in order to warrant the success
of an induction programme. The authors acknowledged induction is a ‘multi-faceted process’ that
requires the clear flow of communication among the different components of an institution. This

is an element that will be considered in this thesis to appreciate if effective communication (or
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lack of it) could influence the outcome and effectiveness of the participants’ first weeks at the

university (Hassanien and Barber, 2008).

2.3.6.1 Ineffective transitional student support

The result of “an unsuitable transitional experience can increase the probability of early
departure” (Edward, 2003, p.228). In other words, the provision of a poor transitional induction to
HE can lead to attrition (Edward, 2003). In this regard, Hargreaves et al. (1996 as cited in Edward,
2003, p.227) deemed as necessary the consideration of three areas for a transitional induction:

e Student anxiety about the transition;

e The process of adjustment to the new context;

e Continuity between the previous and new curricula.

Although the focus of this study is on the first weeks of transition of a postgraduate group of
Mexican international students, the three dimensions proposed above seem to offer a suitable
framework for the provision of an induction course for the group under study. The three
proposed areas could be equated with the three dimensions, affective, academic and
sociocultural proposed in this study. For instance, student’s anxiety could be translated as the
psychological well-being of the student in transition whereas the adjustment to the new context
is per se the adjustment to the new social and cultural environment, and finally, the continuity of
previous and new curricula could be interpreted as the aspects involved in the academic domain.
Hence, an effective induction for international students could aim to cater each of these
transitional elements by contemplating the insertion of psychological, academic, and sociocultural

dimensions.

Edward (2001) highlighted the prominent abandonment of undergraduate students in their first
year and a lot of these occurrences happened during the first weeks of their study. Among the
causes expressed by first-year students for dropping out in a UK engineering school, as reported
by Edward (2003), 40% per cent of the deserters stated to be due to a poor induction and another
significant proportion referred to aspects concerning induction. Disparity between expectations

and experiences was also found to be an essential issue for the students' decision to drop out.

Wilcox et al. (2005) support the claim that students' dropout in the early stage of HE is attributed
to a lack of social integration because students struggle to develop friendships or they feel
homesick; inherently, they have no social network to lean on when troubles come. This assertion
relates to the ‘direct effect' premise from Mackie (1998) in which the perceptions of others will
boost the person in trouble self-esteem and give a greater sense of control over the situation

(Wilcox et al., 2005). In this case, social support might act as a buffer in moments of strain
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between the incident and the person experiencing it (Wilcox et al. 2005). Similarly, Cook et al.
(2006, p.8) alleged, "different impressions are formed on entry during which activities are often
dominated by administrative rituals associated with enrolment on courses and the payment of
fees". On entry, students are faced with many activities that demand their concentration. For
instance, inspirational talks given by institutional directors and informative talks led by academic
and administrative staff deliver them with an overload of information. Additionally, freshers’ are
introduced to the students' unions, clubs, and societies. At the same time, they have to face the
solitude and bewildering feelings of being apart from family and friends in a new environment.
Consequently, the planning of activities and the delivery of them by staff members and senior
students can have an impact on the new students” degree of commitment to persist (Cook et al.,
2006). As a result of the information’s plethora given to new students in the first week, the
remaining query is how much of the transmitted information is genuinely digested (Ibid.). For
some students, the course of the first weeks has influenced their decision to quit university during
the first 6-8 weeks of their studies. This seems to suggest fortifying the social dimension and
balancing the amount of information provided during the early days might be an approach worth

considering for the implementation of a more successful induction.

2.4 Emerging research question

The above review of literature explored organisational practices related to the transition of
students to HE. The educational transition to HE is acknowledged as a difficult process that
necessitates institutional support services to introduce new students to the new academic and
social systems. Thus, effective organisational practices are encouraged to integrate cognitive,
affective, and administrative-oriented elements. Nevertheless, the literature recognises the
assistance provided varies from place to place and often the induction or orientation offered, as
part of the institutional support services, is focused on the delivery of administrative procedures
and basic information. In this sense, two types of induction were recognised, early and extended
induction, being the former the one concerned with the focus of this study. The initial stage of the
students’ transition is pinpointed as critical and for so early inductions are imperative to introduce
students not only to the academic conventions, but also to assist students to develop friendships
and maximise the use of resources available. This is deemed as important to reduce anxiety and
augment easiness with the environment. In spite of this awareness, the empirical research
analysed demonstrated that the students perceived the orientation as an uninteresting and
unwilling event mostly directed towards the delivery of administrative information, and some
times perceived as a waste of time. Likewise, the literature informed the services available are

sometimes not used either due to perceiving them as unhelpful or lacking awareness about them.
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In this sense, the aim of the induction appeared to have failed to advise, properly guide, and
promote a sense of belonging in the new milieu. Opposite to this view was the implementation of
practical inductions, which were deemed as inspirational and helpful to actively engage new
students. These practises encourage new students to seek out support through the provision of
different activities and guidance that could suit more than one learning strategy. This type of
tailored induction seemed to be more adequate to guide the learners during the transition, and
diminish anxiety and stress. In this view, the literature also argued about the need to response to
diversity by taking into account diverse needs of the students enrolled and such is a notion

adopted in this study.

The previous arguments are concerned with the educational transition from Secondary to Higher
Education. However, a dearth of research that focuses on the transitional support of international
students at the postgraduate level, delivered by the host institution, was found. Nonetheless, it is
an argument of this thesis that the transition of these two groups of participants, new students
entering HE and international postgraduate students pursuing studies abroad for the first time, is
similar in that both groups need to be introduced to the academic system as well as to the social

environment.

Therefore, this section of the review of literature led to the emergence of the third and final

research question that drives this study:

3) What are the participants’ experiences concerning the support received by the host

institution for their adaptation to the new environment?

2.5 Research questions

Overall, the three research questions that emerged from the review of literature and that will

guide this thesis are:

1) What are the challenging areas this cohort of Mexican postgraduate international
students faced to adapt during their first four weeks of stay in the UK?

2) What are the coping strategies implemented for the adaptation of their studying and
living abroad experience?

3) What are the participants’ experiences concerning the support received by the host

institution for their adaptation to the new environment?
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2.6 Utility of theories

This final section aims to describe succinctly the utility of seminal theories of adjustment and
culture shock as well as of contemporary ones like, culture learning, stress and coping, and

cultural distance drawn on for the purposes of this study.

In relation to traditional models of culture shock and cross-cultural adaptation, Lysgaard’s (1955)
proposition of the adjustment process as a “U” curve does not seem to have much applicability
for this study given that according to his conceptualisation, adjustment is a process of time and
this study only focuses on the early period of the sojourn, the first four weeks. However,
Lysgaard’s theory could be useful to ponder, within this study’s timeframe, the suitability of the
duration and adjustment relationship he proposed. In that sense, whether adjustment is in
relation to time or to other conditions, such as the acquisition of skills as posited by the culture-
learning framework (Ward et al., 2001). Correspondingly, given this research focus on the early
weeks, Oberg’s (1960) theorising on culture shock will be drawn on to evaluate whether the
participants depict the first stage of their sojourn as a “honeymoon”. In addition to analysing if
Oberg’s proposed adjustment cycle (the honeymoon, the crisis, the recovery and the complete
adjustment) is actually followed, and if so, how far into this process the students get by their first
four weeks. Adler’s (1975) addition of a fifth stage, “the independence”, for sojourners’
adjustment is useful for this study in order to scrutinise how the self-awareness and increased
understanding of other cultures supposedly achieved by this stage could have influenced the skills

management of the students with previous experience.

Furthermore, the contemporary theories, culture learning, and stress and coping, will be useful to
illuminate whether the participants embraced change to the UK as an active process, where
learning about the host culture would reduce the impact of culture shock (Ward et al., 2001). In
this respect, these theories could be of benefit to observe if there were any adaptive and coping
mechanisms applied by the participants to respond actively to their transition. Moreover, culture
learning, and stress and coping will be drawn on to scrutinise the early period, depicted by their
proponents as the stage, where more problems are faced and stress is at peak. Another utility of
culture learning, as posited by Furnham and Bochner (1986) will be to observe the soundness of
the claim that the beginning and the end of the sojourn are not what frame the experience.
Rather prior to departure practices, degree of competence, and extent of preparation are what

will determine the individual’s experience abroad.

Finally, cultural distance is a principle embraced in this study for the understanding of the
participants’ adaptation, and how distant or close they perceive the host culture in relation to

own culture, and based on this, the psychological or sociocultural challenges they experience
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(Babiker et al., 1980; Furnham and Bochner, 1982; Furnham and Alibhai, 1985; Searle and Ward,
1990). Thus, this term will be helpful to study the assertion that claims the larger the gap,
whether perceived or real, between home and host culture, the more difficult it would be to

adapt (lbid.).
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Chapter3 Methodology

3.1 Introduction

Having presented the theoretical and empirical background that guides this research in Chapter 2,
this chapter aims to present the methodological design chosen for this study. It discloses my
philosophical positionality and based on that, justifies the research decisions | have undertaken
for the development of this research as well as the ethical considerations for it. It seeks to explain
the why and how the methods employed were pondered as the suitable course of action for the

objectives of this study(Clough and Nutbrown, 2012).

It starts by presenting my philosophical assumption, research positionality, and purpose of
inquiry. These are the first topics to be presented, as they are the core for what | have decided to
investigate and how | have decided to do it. My philosophical assumptions aims to provide the
reader with an understanding of what my worldview is and how that may have influenced the
research decisions | took. My research positionality discloses who | am and how that interrelates
to my research topic. Likewise, the purpose of inquiry attempts to explicate how the research

guestions are in association with the paradigm embraced.

The subsequent section presents case study, as the design adopted for this study. It sets out to
address why the focus of this study constitutes a case by explaining its contextual characteristics
and participants. This is followed by a presentation of the methods chosen for the development
of this research, as well as of the pilot instruments that assisted the reshaping of the research
design introduced. The following section presents how data was analysed and interpreted. This
chapter concludes by presenting the ethical and the methodological procedures taken into

account to preserve the integrity of the participants as well as the quality of the research.

3.2 Philosophical assumption

Guba and Lincoln (1998, p.195) defined paradigm “as the basic belief system or worldview that
guides the investigator”. It is comprised by: “ontology, epistemology, methodology, and,
methods” (Scotland, 2012, p.9). Hence, my ontology acknowledges that realities are created and
they are reliant on the individuals or groups embracing “the construction” (Guba and Lincoln,
1998). Thus, “constructions are not more or less “true”, in any absolute sense, but simply more or
less informed and/or sophisticated” (lbid., p.206). Therefore, “knowledge and meaningful reality
are constructed in and out of interaction between humans and their world are developed and

transmitted in a social context” (Crotty, 1998, p.42 as cited in Scotland, 2012, p.12). In this view,
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meaning of the situation under study is made by delving on the participants’ point of view
(Creswell, 2014). Thus, constructions are prompted and developed by the constant interaction
between the participants and the researcher (Guba and Lincoln, 1998). Similarly, Cohen (2011,
p.17) claims that to attain integrity of the circumstance being scrutinized, “ efforts (...) to get
inside the person and to understand from within” are needed. Hence, given my research interest
to investigate the adaptation experience of a cohort of Mexican international students, the best
way to approach this, is to get the inside perceptions of the participants “through a process of
deep attentiveness, [and] of emphatic understanding” (Miles and Huberman 1994, p.6-7)” that
might lead me to an understanding of these students’ own reality.

Furthermore, | espouse the belief that "value-free knowledge is not possible" (Scotland, 2012,
p.12) and agree with Haraway’s (1991 in Mullings 1999) notion in that researchers bring to the
research table their “map of consciousness” moulded by their own attributes. Thus, my desire is
not to set aside my own baggage, but to contemplate it in the methodological construction of my
research by committing to a critical and on-going process of reflection to unveil my own values;
and to acknowledge its impact in the development of this research to enhance trustworthiness. In

line with this, | present my research positionality in the following section.

3.2.1 Research positionality

According to Mullings (1999, p.337), the researcher's positionality is the "perspective shaped by
his/her unique mix of race, class, gender, nationality, sexuality and other identifiers". Along with
time and space settings, which would influence his or her worldview and interpretation of it.
Therefore, in this section, | present my biography in order to appreciate how it could have shaped
my research interest and interpretation of findings.

Mercer (2007, p.4) distinguishes between some of the features of the researcher’s identity that
are “innate and unchanging” such as ethnic origin and gender whereas some others are “innate
but evolving” like age or personal characteristics. Based on this, my positionality is delineated by
the attributes of being a Mexican, middle age, single female, who has strived to advance her
education in spite of sociocultural and financial constraints. The result of those efforts is my
experience as an international student in two occasions. First, as a Master’s student in the USA
and this second one, as | pursue my PhD studies in the UK. Both realisations have been possible
thanks to scholarships granted by the US and the Mexican government, for each degree
respectively. Accessing undergraduate studies was not a taken for granted path for me either. HE
studies did not seem a suitable choice for me as a young female raised in a somehow conservative
environment and in a small city without a HE institution. Nonetheless, determined to pursue

higher education studies, | intensively sought my parents’ approval and finally moved to live and
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study to the capital city. These experiences have allowed me to become more sensitive in relation
to the efforts and implications involved, in some cases, when desiring to study and that not being
a given. Furthermore, through these experiences, | learnt that individuals could play an active role
in the pursuit of their goals and creation of their reality.

In addition to this, my first experience as an international student triggered my interest to study
in depth the process of adaptation of international students, and the sources of support consulted
and facilitated for that purpose. | acknowledge that my personal and academic success as an
international student at a foreign University was attributed in part to the support provided to me
by the host institution in the induction period. This interpretation is also delineated by my
personal context at that point, since | had never travelled alone, never been overseas, nor even
taken a plane. Therefore, | conceive myself as completely naive at that stage and wonder if |
would have succeeded without the institutional guidance provided during my first weeks.

My professional background and its relation to my research is also of importance. Currently, | am
a full-time lecturer on study leave at the second largest Public University in Mexico. Thus, there is
an implicit desire to contribute with some insights for the HE international, outgoing, and
incoming, student community in Mexico by learning from a context with a larger trajectory on
internationalisation. These represent some of the perceptible characteristics of my identity that
have profoundly shaped the person | am now, the way | perceive and understand the world, and
what | have decided to study.

The distinction to research “ not the strange, but the familiar” (Mercer 2007, p.3) arose in the
second half of the 20 century and with it the concepts of the insider and the outsider. Merton
(1972, p.21) conceives insiders as: “the members of specified groups and collectivities, or
occupants of specified social statuses. Outsiders are the non members”. Based on the previous
positioning, it could be argued that in this study | play the role of an insider since | share the same
nationality as my participants and | am also an international student pursuing postgraduate
studies in the UK. Notwithstanding, Merton (1972, p.22) equally contended, “individuals do not
have a single status, but a set of status”, and Mercer (2007, p.5) asserted, “human beings cannot
be so easily categorised”. For instance, | am cognizant that circumstances relating a diversity of
values will surface, distinctive statutes will emerge and boundaries will permeate (Merton 1972);
thus positionalities are not “fixed across time and space” (Srivastava 2006, p.231), they will
fluctuate.

In this regard, Mercer (2007, p.1) conceives the insider/outsider antagonism as “a continuum with
multiple dimensions, and that all researchers constantly move back and forth along a number of
axes, depending upon time, location, participants and topic”. | converge with this conception and
in light of it, | am aware though as an insider, | will experience varying degrees of insiderness

depending on different elements throughout my research (Mercer, 2007). Although | share ethnic
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affiliation, aims to be abroad, and concerns as an international student, there were also a couple
of circumstantial elements that set me on a less intimate insider position in relation to my
participants. First, | did not share the same financial sponsorship as them; hence, the financial
procedures and perhaps challenges faced in this regard were likely to be different. Second, |
arrived to the UK two weeks after the beginning of the academic year in 2014. Therefore, my
beginning (although two years earlier) could have been different from the onset to that of most of
my participants since | missed any guidance given by the University or faculty level due to my late
arrival. However, while engaged with some of the dynamics of HE since | have worked in the
academia in Mexico for a few years before pursuing PhD studies, because the UK is a new cultural
and academic setting for me, | hold a higher degree of insiderness, as a student, in relation to my
participants. For me, the UK is a different culture and educational system with different values
and practices compared to the ones | had exercised before. By the time the study was conducted,
| was already familiar with some of the modus operandi of the British culture, in comparison to my
participants, yet | still had to adapt to different aspects on a daily basis.

Overall, the insiderism | possess by being a Mexican postgraduate international student myself
offers me the possibility of creating "positional spaces" (Mullings 1999, p.340) of sympathetic
understanding between those to be researched and me. These positional spaces might help to
“engender a level of trust and cooperation” (Mullings, 1999, p.340), which could grant easier
access to the participants’ insights by being regarded as “one of us” (Sanghera and Thapar-
Bjokert, 2008). Another recognised advantage of an insider position is the inherent awareness of
the context and its subtleties (Shah 2004; Mercer 2007), including the verbal, the colloquial and
non-verbal language of the participants (Unluer, 2012). On the other hand, there are also
disadvantages of insiderism that deserve careful consideration. As claimed by Mercer “greater
familiarity can make insiders more likely to take things for granted, develop myopia, and assume
their own perspective is far more widespread than what it actually is” (Mercer 2007, p.6). Being
aware of this, and aiming to confront my blind spots | adopted the writing of a reflective research
journal to monitor and critically reflect on my own insight, and where they stand in regards to my
participants (Hellawell, 2006, p.492). This methodological procedure is presented in the Methods

section of this thesis.

To conclude this section, | would claim my role as a researcher, is as an insider with higher or
lower degrees of intimacy depending on the circumstances and stages of this study (Hellawell,

2006.)

50



Chapter 3

3.2.2 Purpose of inquiry

The aim of this study seems to be in alignment with the principles of constructivism in that it tries
to understand the meaning that a cohort of Mexican postgraduate international students give to
their adaptation experience in the UK, during their first weeks. It aims to comprehend such
construction and make an interpretation of it by taking into account the participants’ point of
view and rationale (Nogueira and Nogueira, 2002). The interpretation of how the participants
perceived their adaptation during their first weeks is sought by understanding the challenges they
faced, the coping strategies they implemented and the institutional support services used. For

instance, the three research questions that drive this thesis are:

1) What are the challenging areas this cohort of Mexican postgraduate international
students faced to adapt during their first four weeks of stay in the UK?

2) What are the coping strategies implemented for the adaptation of their studying and
living abroad experience?

3) What are the participants’ experiences concerning the support received by the host

institution for their adaptation to the new environment?

Furthermore, understanding that “the criterion for progress is that over time, everyone
formulates more informed and sophisticated constructions and becomes more aware of the
content and meaning of competing constructions” (Guba and Lincoln, 1998, p.211); the
methodology of this thesis contemplates approaching the student participants, and eliciting their
information and recollections in several occasions, prior to their departure and throughout their
first four weeks. Moreover, in alignment with constructivist principles, my role in the research
process is as a facilitator who is reconstructing her interpretation and that of the participants
(Ibid.). Similarly, it is acknowledged that an understanding of the participants’ reality could be
achieved by getting their perceptions from the inside. Consequently, the aim is to make meaning
of the situation being studied by delving on the participants’ point of view (Creswell, 2014)
through the implementation of semi-structured instruments. The utilisation of these techniques
has been recognised (Nogueira and Nogueira, 2002, p.489) as little invasive reason, “for which
they allow a more spontaneous and genuine access to the real world of the individual”. In
addition to helping to create a more intimate environment between the researcher and the
participants (lbid.). The following section elaborates on these methodological insights and
presents the Research Design adopted, seeking to provide evidence to answer this thesis’

research questions.
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33 Research design

In an attempt to get a holistic understanding of and looking at the situation under investigation in
detail, a case study was chosen as the framework for this study (Thomas, 2016). The case that
frames this study is the analysis of the adaptation experience of a cohort of Mexican postgraduate
international students in a UK University, during their first weeks. This holistic understanding is
intended to be achieved by delving into the challenges the participants faced (RQ 1), the coping
strategies they implemented (RQ 2) and the institutional services used (RQ3) prior to their

departure and within the first four weeks of their stay in the UK.

The distinctiveness of the case (Stake, 1995) rests on its context, which is bound by two elements
(Yin, 2003): the participants’ characteristics (Mexican post-graduate international students), and
the setting (a UK University with a large presence of Mexican postgraduate international
students). As well as on its analytical focus (Berg and Lune, 2012) in this instance, the scrutiny of
the adaptation experience of the participants during their first weeks. The in-depth understanding
of their adaptation is believed to be achieved by exploring the challenges, the coping strategies
and the institutional support services, the participants’ faced, implemented and used, within their

first four weeks, which are the queries that drive this study.

A case study was selected as the research's frame since it is believed that a whole understanding
of the event under investigation can be achieved through a detailed examination of multiple
techniques and sources of data (Baxter and Jack, 2008) and these are attributes that case study
allows. Therefore, it was chosen due to its ability to combine the flexibility of data collection with
the elicitation of extensive and profound information, nuances, patterns and elements that might
be otherwise neglected by the use of other methods (Berg and Lune, 2012).) Thus, it was
considered that data emanating from the combination of a pre-arrival online qualitative survey,
an in-situ online questionnaire, focus groups and interviews would allow for a holistic and
comprehensive understanding (Punch, 2014) of the participants’ adaptation experience by
exploring the challenges, the coping strategies, and the institutional services they experienced
during their first weeks. Therefore, this study does not strive to evaluate, but rather to deeply

understand the adaptation experience of an understudied group of international students.

The development of this study takes a qualitative approach. The decision for the approach chosen
is twofold. Firstly, it is given that qualities are essential to comprehend the nature of things (Berg
and Lune, 2012). Consequently, to understand the emotions, motivations, definitions,
descriptions, symbols and meanings, participants assign to their experience as international
students, their perception is essentially needed (Berg and Lune, 2012). Secondly, the review of the

literature demonstrates a wide variety of quantitative studies that have been developed to record
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the international student's experience. Therefore, even when there seems to be a recent
increase, there appears to be a need to contribute to more qualitative research in the field
(Schartner, 2014). Consequently, the pursuit is to contribute to knowledge from a less explored

scope.

In relation to the timeframe for this research, the review of literature identifies the most stressful
period for the students in cross-cultural transition is the early stage or the first weeks of their
sojourn (Ward et al., 2001); however, little specificity is found as to the length of those first weeks
(Brown, 2008; Schartner, 2014). In light of this, upon arrival, this study is framed around the first
four weeks of the participants stay in the UK in an attempt to unveil what is meant by the first
weeks and how adapted the student sojourners feel in the host environment by the end of the
first month. Therefore, aiming to capture a more precise occurrence of the participants’
adaptation and considering that different areas hold precedence at different points in time during
the students’ transition (Wilcox et al., 2005), the participants were approached at multiple points
in time during their first four weeks of stay in early, mid and late October. They were initially
approached approximately ten days upon their arrival, subsequently in week 3 and finally in week

4 of their stay in the UK. The rationale behind these timings will be explained hereafter.

Also related to the timeframe of this research and equally informed by the review of the
literature, which suggests a dearth of research that integrates the pre-arrival stage and the first
few weeks of international student experience (Schartner, 2014), this study contemplates the pre-
arrival stage as the beginning of the sojourn. Grasping an understanding of the participants’
context while they were still in their home country and on their last two weeks before embarking
to live and study abroad, seemed vital to conceive a rounded understanding of their experience.
Therefore, data was also collected prior to the participants’ departure. This will be explained in

detail in the paragraphs to follow.

Data was collected by different methods, in different periods of time and by different sources in
an attempt to get a holistic understanding of the case under scrutiny (Thomas, 2016). For
instance, data was collected by means of an online qualitative survey and questionnaire (namely
pre-arrival and in situ), three focus groups, and seven interviews with the student participants.
Empirical evidence from three administrative personnel was also collected in the form of

interviews. The choice of methods is presented in the Methods section of this study.

3.4 Context

This study has been framed as a case study given its distinctive focus (Stake 1995) and several

considerations for its selection were taken into account (Marshall and Rossman, 2006). First, it
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focuses on an understudied group of students in international mobility, those of Latin American
origin (Delgado-Romero and Sanabria, 2007; Foley, 2013; Tanner, 2013). Moreover, it specifically
looks at Mexican students since according to data from the UIS; Mexico has been identified as the
Latin American country with the largest group of HE international students in the UK.
Furthermore, it has been recognised as a fast growing population of outbound mobility
(Rushworth, 2017). In addition to the previous decision informed by the review of literature,
focusing on Mexican students is also grounded on the intention to contribute to the
internationalisation of HE in my working context since | am a lecturer in the second largest Public
University in Mexico. This University is on the process of internationalisation; thus the
identification of the challenges faced and the acknowledgment of successful or unsuccessful
sources of support to assist the international student in their transition and adaptation, from a
context with a larger trajectory in internationalisation, could be of use to inform adequate

practices.

In relation to the rationale for selecting the setting for the study, although studies exploring the
international experience of students of Latin American origin are still limited in contexts like the
US, recognised as the main destination country for Latin American HE students (UIS, 2016),
research concerning this segment of participants in the US seemed to be slightly more
documented in comparison to the UK, acknowledged by the UIS as the second importer of
international students. Therefore, the UK was chosen as the host country for the study in light of
the dearth of research devoted to document the living and studying abroad experience of

students from Latin America.

34.1 Sampling strategy

According to Creswell (2014a) in qualitative research, sites and individuals are purposefully
identified. In this sense, several purposive sampling strategies were applied. First, critical sampling
was applied by selecting a research site that would represent “an exceptional case and much can
be learnt about the phenomenon” (lbid., p.230). In this sense, the UK institutional setting for this
study was chosen due to its reputation since it forms part of the 24 Russell Group Universities
(The Russell Group, 2016). Moreover, it has envisioned becoming a top global institution through
the implementation of an international strategy, which among other objectives aims to attract
outstanding staff and students, provide them with a fruitful international experience and praise
their diversity (University’s website information, published 12 May 2016). Furthermore, it was
selected due to its recognition as a genuine international institution with the presence of

international students from over 135 countries, as informed by the institution’s website.
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In addition to the wide array of different groups of international students, this University was
purposefully chosen as the suitable setting to study the adaptation experience of Mexican
students since it is one of the favoured destinations for Mexican students to study in the UK.
Based on HESA Student Records (HESA, 2018) in recent years the institution has held one of the
largest concentrations of Mexican international students in the UK. During the 2014/2015
academic calendar, the setting of this study was the leading HE provider for Mexican international
students in the UK with 145 enrolments. While during the 2016/2017 academic calendar, when
data for this study was collected, the University was the fifth host receiver of HE Mexican
international students with 100 registrations. Moreover, the institution has recently developed
new strategies for the recruitment of international students from Latin America, and in light of
that, it recently inaugurated an international office in Mexico (University’s social network site on
March 13™, 2016 confirmed with personal communication from university administrator, June 17,
2016). In addition to the previous rationale, the fact that | was pursuing my PhD in this University
added an element of convenience to my choice. However, | applied to this institution for my
postgraduate studies because | was well aware of what | wanted to study and that this setting

would provide me with solid foundations for the development of it.

Furthermore, the decision to focus on Mexican postgraduate students was grounded on
homogeneous sampling. Based on this purposive strategy, participants were chosen due to
possessing similar characteristics and membership to a group (Creswell, 2014a). Therefore, the
participants were all of Mexican origin and the rationale for selecting students at the
postgraduate level is as follows. According to data from HESA (2018), full-time postgraduate
programmes in the UK, and in England, have a significant representation of international students
whereas undergraduate studies tend to be a small proportion of this group of students. In line
with this, funds and scholarships for Mexican international students seem to be more accessible
for postgraduate studies (Rushworth, 2017). Correspondingly, according to figures provided by
the international office of the University under study, the majority of Mexican students enrolled
in this institution attend to pursue postgraduate studies, while attendance of Mexican
undergraduate students is very limited. Moreover, the contexts of these undergraduate and
postgraduate students seemed to be different in several accounts. Funding is one them, since
Mexican postgraduate students in this institution mainly fund their studies through scholarships
granted by different Mexican government bodies; especially through CONACYT (personal
communication with university administrator, September 1, 2016; Rushworth, 2017), whereas the
two Mexican undergraduate students identified during the 2016-2017 academic calendar were
self-funded. Different sources and means to fund their studies abroad might set the students in

different contexts, which in turn may influence their experiences. Age is also accounted as a
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possible element that could also influence the adaptation journey of the participants. For
instance, bachelor’s students possibly fit into the 18-20-age group whereas postgraduate students
might belong to a more mature aged group of learners, and such might set a difference in relation
to the participants’ aspirations. Additionally, homogeneous sampling considered the participants
sharing the same mother language, in this case Spanish. Likewise, it took into account that they
were all of new arrival and enrolled in the 2016-2017 academic calendar in the premises under

study.

Having applied principles of homogenous sampling in order to focus on participants’ groups, it
was equally important to capture multiple perspectives within the population. To do so, maximal
variation sampling was employed (Lofland, 2006). Therefore, diverse perspectives were elicited by
purposefully selecting Mexican postgraduate students that differed on characteristics of trait
(Creswell, 2014a). These features were related to: age (mature and non-mature aged), gender
(females and males), different regions of origin in Mexico, pursuing Master’s or Doctoral degrees,
enrolled in different subject areas, different places of accommodation in the UK (private vs.

university), and having had or not previous experience abroad.

The participants’ profile is presented in the following section.

3.4.2 The participants

The subject for this study was a cohort of Mexican international students attending a UK
University to pursue a post-graduate degree (e.g. Master’s or Doctor’s) within the 2016-2017
academic calendar to be approached pre-arrival, 10 days after the University’s suggested date of

arrival, and three and four weeks after their arrival to the host city.

The participants were Mexican international students to pursue postgraduate studies in a
University in the UK. Their length of stay in the host environment had not been longer than four
weeks, except for two participants who were in their fifth week at the time they participated in
the focus groups. Males and females took part in the study; however, more males than females
participated in it. According to Richardson (1994), most of the students belonged to the mature-
aged group of students since they were 25 years or older at the start of their postgraduate
studies. Equally, there were Master and PhD students involved, though the former group was
larger than the latter. Their expected length of stay ranged from one year (for Master's students)
and more than three years (for PhD students). They were enrolled in different programmes, being
the STEM disciplines their main interest. This seemed to be in relation to the financial support
granted by Mexican government bodies, such as CONACYT, to pursue studies in these areas

(personal communication with university administrator, September 1, 2016) in the quest to
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enhance Mexico’s scientific and technological development of knowledge at the postgraduate
level (Rushworth, 2017). Majority of the students were living in university accommodation whilst
the others lived in private accommodation. Finally, there were participants with and without
previous living and/or studying abroad experience. The participants who had previously studied
abroad had been in countries such as: Brazil, USA, Canada, Japan, Finland, Spain, France, and the

UK.

Given that the participants were approached at different times and that, | was not aiming to
constraint their willingness to take part; on the contrary, | was targeting for the richness that
input from different sources would allow (Thomas, 2016), the responses from the different
instruments emanated from diverse participants, in some of the cases. Nonetheless, nine
participants, out of the twelve who collaborated in the pre-arrival online qualitative survey, took
part in the three methods implemented (pre-arrival online qualitative survey, in situ
guestionnaire, a focus group or an interview). Twenty-one out of twenty-five participants who
participated in the in situ questionnaire collaborated in the following data collection stage by
means of a focus group or interview. Finally, five students, who did not share any insights in the
online qualitative survey or the questionnaire, voiced their experience in a focus group or an
interview. The data collection section presents a description of the participants that took part in

each of the applied instruments.

3.5 Methods

The choice of methods was based on the following rationale. The first instrument, the pre-arrival
online qualitative survey, aimed to seek evidence to answer the three research questions under
study by gathering the participants’ insights prior to departure. Therefore, it intended to gather
contextual data would allow for a broader understanding of the participants’ social context. As
well as collecting qualitative data that could inform about the participants’ expectations,
envisioned strategies, perception of the British culture and awareness of institutional services, in
order to analyse how those elements could have had an impact on the challenges the participants
faced (RQ 1), the coping mechanisms implemented (RQ 2) and their experience with institutional
services (RQ 3). Thus, gathering data prior to departure could allow for a comprehensive
understanding of what would emerge on the first four weeks of the participants’ arrival. The
implementation of an online qualitative survey was therefore considered a suitable instrument to
gather the ‘here and now’ insights of the participants prior to departure aiming to facilitate the
recalling of recent events (Munn and Drever, 1990; Lincoln and Guba, 1985) and to collect data

that was fresh. Moreover, the provision of the pre-arrival qualitative survey on an electronic
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format was deemed a convenient tactic since it could reach the participants even when they had

not arrived to the UK.

The second instrument implemented was also an online qualitative questionnaire applied in situ.
This in situ questionnaire set out to provide data mainly to answer the second and third research
questions under study; namely, the coping strategies implemented and the institutional services
used. In addition to enquiring about contextual information, it intended to grasp an
understanding of the participants’ use of institutional services during their first days of stay and
their extent of usefulness for their adaptation. Moreover, hoping to recollect fresh insights
concerning the pre-arrival stage, the second instrument inquired about the main sources of
support consulted prior to departure and on arrival. The rationale to adopt an online
guestionnaire as the second method for data collection had a logistical consideration. The
potential participants were expected to attend an institutional event planned especially for their
region of origin, approximately ten days after the institutional advised day for arrival, and this
represented the first opportunity where | could personally approach the participants and elicit
their participation. This meant my initial intention to follow this group of students’ process of
adaptation right from the beginning and as of the first couple of days of their arrival was not
doable since there was not another event where they could be easily identified. Yet there was the
possibility to reach them in that event tentatively after a maximum of 10 days, since their arrival
in the UK. Given that this was meant to be mainly a social event and aiming not to disrupt their
plans, an online questionnaire where they could share their views in electronic devices, such as

IPads, facilitated by me seemed to be a suitable choice.

Meeting the participants for the first time in the former event allowed me to elicit their
participation in the following data collection stage to happen a week and a half, or two weeks and
a half after that initial encounter, depending on their choice of participation. For instance, there
was a participatory element in the design of my research by asking students whether they would
like to participate in a focus group or an individual interview dependent on whatever made them
feel more comfortable. Because | was unable to run both sessions, focus groups and interviews,
simultaneously, and | aimed to follow their adaptation process in weeks 3 and 4, focus groups

were scheduled to happen in week three, and the interviews were scheduled for the fourth week.

The rationale for the implementation of focus groups and interviews as the third and fourth
research instruments is grounded on several accounts. First, they were regarded adequate under
the conception that knowledge between humans is often generated through communications
(Kvale, 1996 in Cohen et al., 2011). Therefore, the exchange of outlooks that could take part,

among the participants in a focus group or between the participant and the researcher in an
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individual interview, was pondered as a useful resource to prompt rich data from their
participants and a closer understanding of their worldview (Cohen et al., 2011). Furthermore, they
were deemed as appropriate to drill down into the participants’ perception (Thomas, 2016) as
well as to redress any possible superficiality that could have resulted from the online survey and
guestionnaire, and the inability to ask for immediate clarification (Munn and Drever, 1990). The
focus groups and interviews elicited data that aimed to inform the three research questions under
scrutiny (the challenges faced, the coping strategies implemented and the institutional services
used) with an open approach that would allow for rich and descriptive data, as informed by the

pilot study.

Focus groups, also known as group interviewing, were chosen because it was acknowledged that
group interaction could prompt and facilitate data that could not be otherwise obtained (Punch,
2014). Therefore, learning from the experiences of other newly arrived Mexicans could promote a
high level of interaction among the participants, which in turn could unveil views and perceptions
not previously surfaced pertaining the three research questions under investigation. Targeting to
go in-depth, semi-structured focus groups (Appendix C), led by a set of guiding questions with no

pre-established categories for responses (Punch, 2014) were selected.

With the intention, as with the focus groups, to gain a deeper understanding of the participants
lived experiences, individual interviews (Appendix D) were chosen as the appropriate method for
data collection (Hatch, 2002) due to its uniqueness to learn “what is in and on someone else’s
mind” (Patton, 2002, p.341). Moreover, individual interviews were pondered as a suitable
alternative method for those participants who might not feel comfortable sharing their views and
opinions in a group, and preferred an individual face-to-face exchange. In addition to that, the
insights of the participants on their fourth week of stay, in relation to the research questions,
needed to be captured in-depth. Consequently, semi-structured individual interviews directed by
a set of open guiding questions (Hatch, 2002), which could be modified as the interview unfolded,
were deemed as the appropriate instrument that would allow to delve further into the

participants' adaptation experience at the end of their first month of stay in the UK.

Each of the methods is explained in more detail in the subsequent sections.

3.5.1 Pre-arrival online qualitative survey

The pre-arrival online qualitative survey (Appendix A) aimed to be completed by the students
prior to travelling in order to capture their insights before arriving at the target culture and
University. The qualitative survey was comprised of 16 questions. Because qualitative research is

concerned with understanding the complexities of the case within its context (Punch, 2014), the
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first section of the pre-arrival online qualitative survey aimed to gather contextual information
pertaining the participants. Therefore, data about as age, gender, expected length of stay in the
UK, degree pursuing, the programme of study, e-mail address, and English as a mother tongue
were mainly inquired by means of closed questions with categories of responses (Munn and

Drever, 1990).

The categories were determined as follows. The age group categories followed Richardson's
(1994) definition that a student is considered matured-aged when entering pre-graduate school at
the age of 21 or older whereas a mature postgraduate student starts postgraduate studies at the
age of 25 or older. Therefore, the 21-24 and the 25-29 years old were the two core categories that
helped me identify whether the participants in this study were considered matured learners or
not. Two other categories, on each side of these, were provided. The 18-20 age group aided to
detect any possible pre-graduate respondents whilst the 30+ category attempted to inform the
gap’s length before retaking postgraduate education. Female, male and other, were provided as
categories for gender. The respondent’s nationality was asked to confirm suitability for the study.
The expected length of stay in the UK was determined in accordance with the possible choices for
study. For instance, one academic semester was offered as a possibility to filter those students
likely to participate in an exchange or language programme; one academic year potentially to be
Master’s degree students; one up to three academic years considering the students pursuing PhD
studies and finally, another length of stay was also provided as an alternative. In order to confirm
the respondents were postgraduate students, the categories of degree pursuing were: none,
Bachelor's, Master's, Doctors, or Other. To grasp an understanding of the main disciplines to
pursue, the participants’ programme of study was elicited. Although the participants were to be
approached personally for the following data collection stage, the respondent’s e-mail address
was requested to identify and track participation throughout the different instruments and points
of data collection. Whether English was the participants’ first language or not was also asked. The
rationale behind this last question was to discard any possibilities of the participants’ being native
English speakers due to the geographical proximity between Mexico and the USA, which could

have permitted for a different lived experience.

The second section of the survey elicited qualitative information by means of open questions
about the participants prior to departure expectations, institutional assistance, and awareness of
services. In addition to enquiring about their prior to travelling planning, and envisioned
strategies to adapt on arrival to the UK. Furthermore, it elicited information about the
respondents’ pre-departure perception about the British culture and about how different they
consider it was in comparison to own culture in order to appreciate the perceived cultural

distance between home and host culture (Kim, 2001). At this stage, the awareness about
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resources in the institution was also asked by means of a multiple-choice question, where the
respondents’ could select more than one choice. This list included: Student Services Centre (e.g.
admission, enrolment, tuition payments, ID card, etc.), Accommodation Team, VISAS team,
Enabling services, University’s website, International Office, Meet and Greet Service, Pre-arrival
Online Course, Induction Talks/Workshops, Faculty Office, and provided Other (Please specify) as
a choice to elaborate on their response. Moreover, it aimed to find out the participants’
awareness about where to look for information, advice, or guidance, and in view of this, gather

their insights about how to get the support they needed.

Finally, the online qualitative survey was written in English. However, considerations were given
to help the participants feel at ease and freely express their opinions, without the possible
limitations that writing in a second language could bring. Therefore, the participants were
prompted to answer in the language of their preference, be it English or Spanish. Because of this,

some references were translated into English for the results section of this study.

3.5.1.1 Pre-arrival data collected

The pre-arrival online qualitative survey was alive from September 5" to September 25 2016 just
one day before the beginning of Week 0. Twelve students completed it. The online qualitative
survey was filled in approximately two weeks before the institutional advised day of arrival
(September 215t and 22", 2016) by half of the students. Two students completed it a week before
travelling, and one student just a day before. Although the online qualitative survey advised
participants to complete it before their trip, three students wrote in their answers within the first
two days of their arrival. The qualitative survey was still alive at that point since Fresher’s week
started on September 26™, 2016, and the instrument was set offline on September 25%, 2016.
This was done in the quest of possibly hearing the voices of any latecomers (students who were
still in Mexico just before the beginning of Fresher’s week). Though the expectations of these
three respondents could not be captured untouched as they had already been in touch with the
target culture, they had not been in the host environment for more than a couple of days nor had
they started their programme of study. Additionally, their sharing offered the possibility to
scrutinise any possible dissonances with participants who had shared their view before their

departure.

3.5.2 In-situ online questionnaire

The in-situ online questionnaire (Appendix B) aimed to collect qualitative data to address the
second and third research questions under study: the implemented coping mechanisms, and the

use of university services and extent of helpfulness for the participants’ adaptation. The
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guestionnaire was composed of 20 questions, two sections and it aimed to be filled online. The
first section gathered contextual information mainly by means of closed questions with categories
of response (see Error! Reference source not found. Error! Reference source not found.).
Contextual data was collected for two reasons. First, it is believed that appreciating the wholeness
of their adaptation experience; it is necessary to look at the context, in which it happens (Thomas,
2016). Second, the review of literature highlighted previous experience abroad (Klineberg and
Hull, 1979; Kim, 2001) as an element that could facilitate sojourners’ adaptation. Therefore, it was
deemed important to inquire about the participants’ context and within it, about their previous
international mobility and use of English. Consequently, in addition to inquiring about the same
contextual information as in the pre-arrival online qualitative survey, (e.g. age group, gender,
nationality, expected length of stay in the UK, degree pursuing programme of study, English as a
first language and e-mail address), this instrument sought for data related to the students’
international mobility. Previous stays in the UK for periods longer than one month were elicited as
a yes or no answer. Followed by a question, which enquired about visits to foreign countries for
continuous periods of more than one month with categorical responses of 0,1, 2, 3 or more
countries visited, and it queried about their purpose for visit with study, work, travel, and other
(please specify) as choices. The language for communication while in these place was elicited with
Spanish, English, and other (please specify) as categorical responses. The same type of responses
was offered to specify the language for completion of previous degrees. Finally, grasping
knowledge about the students’ activity prior to embarking to the UK for studies was deemed as
an important component to ask in order to appreciate how mobile the participants were and to
what extent their previous activity could have influenced how they undertook the experience
abroad. For so, study, work, and other (please describe) were provided as categories. Finally,

university vs private accommodation were the choices offered for the stay while in the UK.

The second part of the questionnaire elicited information about the participants’ perception of
the usefulness of institutional services with their planning preparations as well as upon their
arrival. These data was elicited by a Likert type of question, based on the idea of usefulness (‘Not
useful at all’ to ‘Extremely useful’), followed by an open question to elaborate on the insight
given. Complementing the latter question, the institutional services consulted up to that point
were asked. Understanding the participants were already in the institutional premises and could
have accessed other services, in addition to the ones possibly consulted prior to arrival, the list of
services included: Personal Academic Tutors, Health Service, Students’ Union and the Mexican
Society. Other (please specify) and “None” services consulted were also given as a choice. The
“None” response prompted another question, which asked as an open question, why information,

advice, or guidance from the institution had not been sought. The instrument equally enquired as
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open questions about the participants’ main sources of support in both stages, pre-departure and
upon arrival. It urged the participants to mention, “all resources consulted (not only University
provided)” in order to glean a broader understanding of what their main sources of support had

been.

This second instrument was an online questionnaire uploaded in English. However, in the
welcome message it prompted students to complete in whichever language they felt more
comfortable with, English or Spanish, being the latter their mother tongue. Thus, references

translated for the analysis are indicated alongside the participants’ pseudonym.

3.5.2.1 First in situ data collected

Twenty-five Mexican postgraduate students answered the in situ online questionnaire in early
October 2016. At the time the questionnaire was answered two participants had been in the UK
for less than a week; 21 had been between one, and two weeks, and two students had been three
weeks in the host environment. Concerning the extent of familiarisation of the participants with
the host environment, four had visited the UK for a period longer than a month before the
present stay. In regards to the students' international mobility, half of the students had beenin a
foreign country for continuous periods of one month whereas the others had not. The main
rationale stated for their trips was studying, followed by travelling, and finally, work purposes.
While in those trips, English was the language used for communication by most of the sojourners.
Spanish was also resourced to communicate in a few cases. Portuguese, French, and Japanese
were also a means of communication for a couple of participants. Spanish was the language for
completion of first and subsequent degrees. Although, two students manifested English had been
part of their previous academic formation. Most of the participants revealed work as the previous

activity before studies in the UK whereas the others claimed study as the previous activity.

3.5.3 Focus groups

The focus groups (Appendix C) were scheduled to happen on the third week of the participants’
stay. Focus groups were chosen, as the aim was to delve further into the participants’ adaptation
experience, “as members of a group” (Bryman, 2016) during their first three weeks. In light of
this, focus groups have been recognised as a method which emphasis rests on the interaction
between the participants and hence, in the shared construction of meaning that it allows (lbid.,
2016). Therefore, listening to other Mexican’s experiences to adapt during the first three weeks,
and agreeing, debating or challenging their outlooks, could permit the revision and refinement of
own views. This in turn may lead to a more genuine interpretation of their adaptation experience

as collectively constructed by the participants. To this end, the focus groups followed a semi-
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structured format, guided by a set of open questions, which could be adjusted as the discussion
unfolded. There were nine open questions, with some sub-questions on the site, to be resourced
from. These questions were to elicit the participants’ views, as a group, in regards to the
challenges, the coping mechanisms, and the institutional services resourced up to that point.
Therefore, the questions aimed to be fairly unstructured and so they asked how the participants
had felt since their arrival; what they had done to adapt; if their expectations for what they
considered was going to take them to adap