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Abstract 

This study explores the impacts of culture shock on freshmen English as a Foreign Language (EFL) students at the University 

of Labor and Social Affairs (Ho Chi Minh City Campus), with a particular focus on the psychological, emotional, and academic 

challenges they encounter during their transition to urban life. Culture shock, a multifaceted phenomenon involving emotional, 

psychological, and cognitive stressors, can significantly hinder students’ adjustment to new cultural and academic environments. 

The study identifies several key negative effects, including confusion, fear, homesickness, and discomfort, all of which interfere 

with language learning and social integration. Through qualitative methods, including semi-structured interviews and group 

discussions, the research uncovers students' experiences of psychological distress and their struggles with adapting to urban 

lifestyles and communication barriers. In addition to these challenges, the study highlights effective coping mechanisms, such 

as pre-arrival preparation programs, fostering cultural acceptance, and cultivating a positive mindset, which help students navi-

gate the adjustment process. The findings emphasize the importance of pre-arrival training and the integration of Social Emo-

tional Learning (SEL) strategies within the curriculum to promote both academic success and emotional resilience. The research 

concludes by advocating for a holistic approach to student support, where universities implement comprehensive strategies that 

address the emotional, social, and academic needs of EFL students. By focusing on these areas, institutions can reduce the 

negative impacts of culture shock, ensuring students’ successful integration into the academic community and enhancing their 

overall well-being. 
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Introduction 

Culture encompasses a wide range of factors that character-

ize a group's lifestyle, including their common beliefs, values, 

traditions, practices, behaviors, and material creations. It 

forms the foundation of a community's identity, influencing 

social norms, language, artistic expressions, music, and shared 

behaviors. These cultural elements shape interactions among 

members of the group and their perception of the outside 

world. Transmitted through generations via traditions, 
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language, and social practices, culture plays a vital role in fos-

tering both individual and collective identity (Frey-Ridgway, 

S, 1997; Norwanto Norwanto, M. M, 2023; and Raihani, R, 

2017) 

Cultures are dynamic and constantly change throughout 

time in reaction to societal changes, historical occurrences, 

and outside influences. According to Xia(2009), socializa-

tion—which includes the processes by which people pick up 

and assimilate the rules, values, beliefs, practices, and behav-

iors of their society—is the lens through which culture is ex-

amined. Interactions with friends, family, schools, the media, 

and other social institutions are some of the social agents that 

contribute to socialization. Fundamentally, culture is dynamic 

rather than fixed, influenced by continuous social learning and 

adaptation processes in human civilization (Kim Sharon, 

2019). Researchers examine the complex phenomena that 

make up culture through the prism of socialization, exploring 

its varied manifestations in various contexts and communities. 

This viewpoint emphasizes how people and their cultural sur-

roundings interact dynamically, highlighting how socializa-

tion shapes society dynamics and collective identities.  

According to Spencer-Oatey (2012), culture is a broad and 

intricate idea that encompasses both subjective elements like 

worldviews and how they affect daily interactions, communi-

cation, and behavior as well as objective elements like art, cui-

sine, festivals, and political and educational systems. Culture 

is a complex and multidimensional notion that includes both 

material and immaterial components. From an objective 

standpoint, it encompasses observable elements like as festi-

vals, art, food, and the institutional structures of politics and 

education. These components serve as material representa-

tions of a culture's identity and are its outward manifestations. 

Subjectively, culture also includes worldviews, which af-

fect how people see and understand the world. This subjective 

aspect of culture influences daily interactions, behavior, and 

communication, underscoring the pervasive influence of cul-

tural viewpoints on people's social dynamics and cognitive 

processes. Essentially, culture is a broad concept that includes 

a society's outward manifestations as well as the more subtle, 

underlying forces that shape its members' attitudes and behav-

ior. 

When someone encounters a new and unfamiliar culture, 

they may feel disoriented, anxious, and confused. This phe-

nomenon is known as cultural shock, and it is frequently 

brought on by the pronounced variations in conventions, 

norms, values, language, and social expectations (Peter Neff, 

2023). When people move to a new nation or experience a new 

culture or environment, they may feel uncertain, confused, or 

anxious. Winkelman (2001) explained culture shock as an 

emotional and psychological reaction individuals often faced 

when transitioning to a new cultural environment. This expe-

rience was characterized by feelings of uncertainty, confusion, 

and anxiety, affecting various aspects of daily life and 

interactions. The process could deeply impact social integra-

tion and professional or educational activities, necessitating 

effective coping mechanisms. Conversely, cultural shock, ac-

cording to Oberg (1960), is a common process of adjusting to 

a new society and realizing the disparities and tensions be-

tween one's native culture and the one they are now in. By 

creating emotional and psychological stress, diverting stu-

dents, hindering language acquisition, and lowering motiva-

tion and involvement in language learning activities, culture 

shock can have a detrimental effect on EFL learning. Being 

aware of and comprehending the differences between one's 

own culture and the new one in terms of values and customs 

is a normal and anticipated aspect of culture shock. Students 

may have negative consequences from culture shock when 

learning English as a foreign language (Mega Lestari, 2020). 

First of all, the difficulties of adjusting to strange cultural 

standards may cause emotional and psychological stress. Sec-

ond, the anxiety brought on by culture shock may serve as a 

diversion, drawing students' focus away from language learn-

ing. Thirdly, people struggle with the demands of learning a 

foreign language and adjusting to a new culture at the same 

time, which hinders language acquisition. Lastly, the emo-

tional toll of culture shock might cause a diminished interest 

in the learning process, which can lower motivation and par-

ticipation in language learning activities. In the midst of cul-

tural shifts, addressing these issues becomes essential to es-

tablishing a supportive environment for successful EFL in-

struction. 

For English as a Foreign Language (EFL) students, this ex-

perience can be even more profound, as they must not only 

adjust to a new culture but also navigate the demands of ac-

quiring a new language in an unfamiliar academic setting. At 

the University of Labor and Social Affairs, Ho Chi Minh City 

campus, freshmen EFL students from rural areas are particu-

larly vulnerable to culture shock as they transition from small, 

familiar communities to the bustling urban environment of Ho 

Chi Minh City, where diverse social norms, academic expec-

tations, and communication styles prevail. 

The objective of this study is to explore the negative im-

pacts of culture shock on freshmen EFL students at the Uni-

versity of Labor and Social Affairs (Ho Chi Minh City cam-

pus). Specifically, it aims to investigate the psychological and 

academic challenges students face during their transition and 

how these challenges influence their overall well-being. In ad-

dition, this study seeks to identify effective coping strategies 

that can help students manage culture shock and facilitate their 

adaptation process. These strategies include pre-arrival prep-

aration, fostering cultural acceptance, and cultivating a posi-

tive mindset. The study also examines the role of integrating 

Social Emotional Learning (SEL) and culturally responsive 

teaching methods in supporting students’ emotional and social 

adjustment while enhancing their language acquisition. 

By providing actionable insights into the experiences of 
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freshmen EFL students, this research underscores the need for 

a holistic approach to student support that addresses the emo-

tional, social, and academic aspects of cultural transitions. 

Such an approach is critical in promoting students’ academic 

success and ensuring their well-being as they adjust to new 

cultural and academic environments. Through this investiga-

tion, the study advocates for institutional policies and prac-

tices that support students' transition, with the aim of mitigat-

ing the negative effects of culture shock and fostering a more 

inclusive and supportive learning environment.  

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Cross-culture 

In the era of globalization, cultural diversity is encountering 

new challenges. Universal standards based on western ration-

alism are widely accepted in the era of globalization. Human 

rights organizations, western democracies that prioritize the 

voices and culture of their citizens in politics, freedom and 

openness to international trade, and technology that trans-

cends humanitarian bounds to create new forms of culture are 

all fighting for LGBT rights. This culture is spreading quickly 

and affecting many different types of people. Villages with in-

ternet connection have witnessed a dramatic change in per-

spective. Village products can compete with similar products 

from other countries and be exported abroad. Human cultures 

and civilizations interact and clash in the era of globalization. 

Every society on the planet cannot avoid this (Risager, 2007) 

Because of these conditions, one of the skills that people in 

the twenty-first century need to possess is cross-cultural un-

derstanding, or CCU for short. In a pluralistic society, human 

behavior is a cultural product that will constantly interact. 

Both positive and negative things interact with new perspec-

tives. The individualistic lifestyle of Westerners (America & 

Europe) is introduced to the familial culture of Asians. The 

western culture of openness contrasts with the eastern culture 

of confinement. Additionally, there are currently a lot more 

interpolar cultural gatherings, countries, and ethnic groupings. 

Understanding the cultures of others enables people to com-

municate effectively and productively. One can effectively 

communicate across cultural barriers, avoid shock culture, and 

understand various forms of culture by having a thorough un-

derstanding of cultural differences, activities, desires, and 

habits. 

Cross-cultural knowledge, according to Eliawati et al. 

(Eliawati, 2008), is the ability to change from an ethnocentric 

perspective to one that respects other cultures, which eventu-

ally leads to the ability to behave appropriately in a different 

culture or cultures. It's like playing two roles to understand 

people from different cultures. According to Hartiningsih 

(2016), cross-cultural awareness is about knowing people 

from other cultural backgrounds in order to help with business, 

teamwork, and possible relocation and integration into their 

countries. To put it briefly, cross-cultural understanding is the 

process of reconstructing our own attitudes and worldviews 

by knowing the culture of the target group. We consequently 

develop greater tolerance and comprehension for the strange 

behaviors that the target language group may display. 

2.2 Culture Shock 

Culture shock was first introduced by Kalervo Oberg 

(1960), who described it as the anxiety, disorientation, and 

stress experienced when individuals enter an unfamiliar cul-

tural environment. He identified several symptoms of culture 

shock, such as homesickness, frustration, and feelings of al-

ienation. More recent studies (Ward, Bochner, & Furnham, 

2001) emphasize the psychological and sociocultural chal-

lenges faced by individuals, which are particularly pro-

nounced among students who may lack prior exposure to di-

verse environments. 

Chapdelaine & Alexitch (2004) used a number of works to 

give a thorough understanding of culture shock. For instance, 

the terms "culture shock," "cross-cultural adjustment," and 

"cultural learning" are all used interchangeably.  

Scholars generally agree that the phrase "culture shock" re-

fers to the distinct needs for adjustment that people have when 

they relocate to a different culture, despite the fact that it has 

many diverse definitions. These needs are present in the do-

mains of behavior, emotions, social interaction, physical 

health, and cognitive (Befus, 1988). According to Dorozhkin 

& Mazitova (2008), the main cause of culture shock is the in-

evitable social class gap between one's home culture and the 

new cultural norms and values rather than a social illness. Taft 

(1977) outlines six elements of culture shock: 1) Stress result-

ing from the effort required to put the proper psychological 

modifications into practice. 2) A feeling of loss and depriva-

tion in relation to possessions, relationships, career, and social 

standing. 3) Being rejected by others or by members of the 

new culture. 4) A vague understanding of the role, its expec-

tations, ideals, feelings, and identity. 5) Astonishment, dis-

comfort, and even disgust in outrage when one realizes cul-

tural differences. 6) A feeling of powerlessness resulting from 

an incapacity to adapt to the new environment.  

Culture shock, much like enduring a prolonged experience, 

develops gradually over time rather than occurring instantane-

ously. The duration and intensity of its phases can vary signif-

icantly depending on the individual. According to Oberg 

(1960), culture shock unfolds in four distinct stages: the hon-

eymoon, crisis, acceptance, and adjustment phases. The initial 

honeymoon phase represents the first peak of culture shock, 

characterized by excitement and enthusiasm as individuals 

fully embrace the new culture they have entered (Maulida Y, 

2023). However, this phase eventually gives way to the crisis 
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stage, which marks the lowest point of the cultural adaptation 

journey. During this stage, individuals may experience frus-

tration and rejection of the host culture, leading to emotional 

distress. Following the crisis stage, the acceptance phase sig-

nals an upward shift, as individuals begin to come to terms 

with their circumstances and make efforts to adapt. Finally, 

the adjustment stage represents the ultimate high point in the 

cultural journey, where individuals have successfully adapted 

and can navigate the host culture with ease and confidence. 

2.3 Negative Impact of Culture Shock on Fresh-

men EFL Students 

Culture shock significantly hampers language acquisition, 

a critical component of EFL learning. When learners are im-

mersed in an unfamiliar cultural environment, the accompa-

nying emotional and psychological discomfort can make it 

challenging for them to engage in new settings and adapt ef-

fectively. The resulting psychological stress, often elevated 

during this period, obstructs not only emotional well-being but 

also clear communication and comprehension (Doris M. Esch-

bach, 2011). 

For EFL learners, this is particularly problematic as they 

must navigate the intricate linguistic nuances and social cues 

embedded within the English language. These subtleties, 

which are crucial for effective communication, become diffi-

cult to grasp for individuals experiencing culture shock. This 

challenge limits their ability to participate in meaningful lan-

guage interactions, further impeding their overall language 

learning process.  

Culture shock in language learning often manifests through 

a variety of symptoms, with most individuals experiencing at 

least some of them. Abbey (as cited in Ferraro, 1997) identi-

fied anxiety, depression, and a sense of helplessness as the pri-

mary symptoms. If these feelings intensify, they may deepen 

psychological disorientation, making it more challenging for 

learners to focus on understanding new cultural contexts. This 

disorientation can also impair problem-solving and decision-

making abilities, further diminishing learners' motivation to 

adapt to unfamiliar circumstances.  

Additionally, unresolved culture shock symptoms may lead 

to frustration or resentment toward the host culture, which can 

negatively impact learners' ability to interact effectively with 

others (Ferraro, 1997). Such challenges not only hinder social 

integration but also disrupt the language learning process. Ed-

ucators should be aware of the complex effects of culture 

shock and implement comprehensive strategies to address 

these challenges. By fostering a supportive environment, 

teachers can help EFL learners overcome the difficulties of 

cultural adjustment and enhance their ability to adapt both lin-

guistically and socially. 

3. Methodology 

The research employs a qualitative approach to provide an 

in-depth understanding of the students’ lived experiences and 

the ways in which culture shock influences their adjustment 

process. The phenomenological approach, combined with 

semi-structured interviews and group discussions provides 

rich, detailed insights into the psychological, social, and aca-

demic challenges faced by students in transition. 

3.1 Research Design 

This study adopts a qualitative research design, specifically 

a phenomenological approach, to examine the experiences of 

freshmen EFL students facing culture shock. Phenomenology 

is particularly suited to this study as it allows for the explora-

tion of individuals' lived experiences and the meanings they 

attach to these experiences (Creswell, 2013). The research fo-

cuses on gathering rich, detailed descriptions of how culture 

shock affects the participants emotionally, psychologically, 

and academically. This approach is designed to capture the nu-

ances of students’ challenges, coping mechanisms, and per-

ceptions of their cultural transition. 

3.2 Research Questions 

The following research questions guide this study: 

1. What are the psychological, emotional, and cogni-

tive impacts of culture shock on freshmen EFL stu-

dents at the University of Labor and Social Affairs 

(Ho Chi Minh City Campus)? 

2. How does culture shock affect the language learning 

and social integration of freshmen EFL students dur-

ing their transition to an urban academic environ-

ment? 

3. What coping strategies do freshmen EFL students 

employ to manage the challenges of culture shock, 

and how do these strategies influence their adapta-

tion process? 

3.3 Participants 

The study targeted freshmen EFL students at the University 

of Labor and Social Affairs (HCM City Campus), particularly 

those transitioning from rural areas to an urban academic set-

ting. A purposive sampling technique was used to select par-

ticipants who had recently encountered significant cultural ad-

justments. A total of 15 freshmen students participated in the 

study. This sample size was chosen to provide in-depth quali-

tative data while ensuring manageability for analysis. The par-

ticipants were selected to represent a range of experiences and 

backgrounds, including students from different rural regions 

and varying levels of prior exposure to urban environments. 
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3.4 Data Collection Methods 

Semi-Structured Interviews 

The primary method of data collection was semi-structured 

interviews conducted from 10 to 25, November, 2024. These 

interviews provided an opportunity for participants to share 

their personal stories and experiences of culture shock in a 

flexible, conversational format. Each interview lasted between 

30 and 45 minutes and was guided by open-ended questions 

that explored participants’ emotional, psychological, and aca-

demic challenges during their transition to university life. The 

interviews focused on 3 main areas: 

- Emotional and psychological experiences re-

lated to culture shock. 

- Difficulties in language learning and social in-

tegration. 

- Coping strategies employed to manage the 

challenges of culture shock. 

The semi-structured format allowed the interviewer to 

probe deeper into participants' responses while still following 

a consistent line of inquiry. 

Focus Group Discussions 

In addition to interviews, two focus group discussions were 

held to capture collective insights and foster interaction be-

tween participants. Each group consisted of 6-8 students. The 

focus groups encouraged participants to discuss their shared 

experiences of culture shock and provided an opportunity to 

explore group dynamics and common coping strategies. The 

discussions were guided by the same core themes as the inter-

views but allowed for richer, group-based insights. 

3.5 Data Analysis 

The data collected from the semi-structured interviews, fo-

cus group discussions, were analyzed using thematic analysis, 

as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). The steps involved in 

the analysis process included: 

Familiarization with the Data 

The researcher began by transcribing the interviews and fo-

cus group discussions. The reflective journals were also re-

viewed to become familiar with the data and identify initial 

impressions. 

Generating Initial Codes 

Key phrases, sentences, and patterns within the data were 

highlighted and coded. This process was open-ended, allow-

ing the researcher to capture a wide range of responses that 

related to the research questions. 

Searching for Themes 

The initial codes were grouped into broader themes that 

emerged across the data set. This phase involved identifying 

patterns related to psychological impacts, language learning 

challenges, and coping strategies. 

Reviewing Themes 

The themes were reviewed and refined to ensure that they 

accurately reflected the participants’ experiences. This step in-

volved revisiting the data and modifying the themes if neces-

sary. 

Defining and Naming Themes 

Each theme was clearly defined and named to reflect its es-

sence. Themes such as "psychological distress," "social inte-

gration challenges," and "effective coping strategies" were 

identified as key areas of focus in the analysis. 

Writing the Report 

Finally, the results were written up in a report that provided 

a detailed account of the themes and their implications for un-

derstanding culture shock among freshmen EFL students. The 

findings were discussed in relation to the existing literature on 

culture shock and language learning. 

4. Findings And Discussion 

This section presents the results of the study on the impacts 

of culture shock on freshmen EFL students at the University 

of Labor and Social Affairs (Ho Chi Minh City Campus). The 

results are grouped into key themes: emotional challenges, so-

cial integration challenges, academic challenges, and coping 

strategies. The discussion contextualizes these results within 

existing literature and theoretical frameworks. 

4.1 Emotional Challenges 

A major theme that emerged from the interviews was the 

emotional distress experienced by students. Participants re-

ported feelings of anxiety, homesickness, and general disori-

entation when faced with the unfamiliarity of urban life in Ho 

Chi Minh City. For many, the bustling environment of the city, 

the separation from family, and the adjustment to a new aca-

demic environment triggered these emotional reactions. One 

participant shared: 

"I felt like I was living in a completely different world. The 

noise and crowds here made me anxious all the time. I missed 

my family and the quiet of home."  

Another participant stated: 

"I often felt very lonely. It’s hard when you're far away from 

your family, and I felt lost in this new environment, unsure of 
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what to do next." 

These emotional challenges are consistent with Oberg's 

(1960) model of culture shock, particularly the crisis stage, 

where individuals face emotional turmoil such as confusion, 

fear, and homesickness. Oberg's framework emphasizes that 

these feelings of disorientation are common during cultural 

transitions. Furthermore, the emotional toll of culture shock is 

not only distressing but can also inhibit academic performance 

and social integration (Berry, 1997). The results highlight the 

importance of mental health support for students experiencing 

these emotional hurdles. Institutions should provide accessi-

ble counseling services and peer support networks to help stu-

dents manage feelings of anxiety and isolation. 

4.2. Social Integration Challenges 

Participants struggled with integrating into the social fabric 

of the university, citing differences in communication styles 

and social expectations. Many felt like outsiders, especially 

when interacting with local students who had already estab-

lished social networks. One participant mentioned: 

"People here seem more independent, and they talk more 

directly. Back home, we’re more reserved and rely on each 

other. I felt like I didn’t fit in."  

Another noted: 

"At first, I found it hard to make friends. Everyone here 

seems to know each other already, and I didn’t know how to 

start a conversation." 

These findings align with the work of Ward, Bochner, and 

Furnham (2001), who identified the challenge of social adap-

tation as a core aspect of culture shock. Social integration can 

be particularly difficult when there is a significant difference 

in cultural norms between the host and the newcomer. Rural 

students, accustomed to close-knit communities, may find ur-

ban individualistic behaviors alienating. This cultural mis-

match often leads to feelings of exclusion and difficulty in 

forming relationships. 

To mitigate these challenges, universities should offer ori-

entation programs that address cultural differences and pro-

mote cross-cultural interactions. Social activities, group pro-

jects, and peer mentoring can help ease the integration process 

for rural students. Furthermore, fostering an inclusive envi-

ronment where students feel comfortable asking questions and 

expressing their concerns is essential. 

4.3. Academic Challenges 

The academic challenges reported by participants were 

strongly tied to their emotional and social difficulties. Stu-

dents found it challenging to engage with the curriculum, es-

pecially when the content referenced urban experiences that 

were unfamiliar to them. One participant explained: 

"In class, the teacher talks about things like city life, but I 

have no idea what she’s referring to. It made me feel out of 

place and less confident."  

Another shared: 

"I felt like my background didn’t match the lessons. I would 

be too shy to ask questions, thinking others might think I’m 

not smart enough." 

The academic struggles faced by participants reflect the 

cognitive impact of culture shock as discussed by Taft (1977). 

Students experiencing culture shock often face psychological 

distress that impairs their ability to concentrate, process infor-

mation, and engage actively in class. The lack of familiarity 

with the cultural references embedded in lessons can further 

exacerbate this issue, leading to feelings of inadequacy and 

self-doubt. 

This highlights the need for culturally responsive teaching 

practices. Instructors should strive to create inclusive curricula 

that incorporate diverse perspectives and examples relevant to 

students' backgrounds. Additionally, universities should pro-

vide academic support services, such as tutoring and writing 

workshops, to help students build confidence and succeed in 

their studies. 

4.4. Coping Strategies 

Despite the challenges they faced, participants identified 

several coping strategies that helped them manage culture 

shock. Three primary coping strategies emerged: 

Peer Support: Many students found that connecting with 

other students, especially those from similar rural back-

grounds, helped them navigate the challenges of urban life. 

One student explained: 

"Talking to other students who come from rural areas made 

me feel better. We all had similar feelings and experiences." 

Extracurricular Involvement: Engaging in student organiza-

tions or attending social events allowed participants to build a 

sense of community and develop social connections. One par-

ticipant shared: 

"I joined the English club, and it was a great way to meet 

people. It helped me feel like I belonged." 

Personal Resilience: Some students emphasized the im-

portance of staying positive and seeing their challenges as op-

portunities for growth. One participant remarked: 

"It was hard, but I kept telling myself that this was part of 

the experience. I knew I would learn and grow from it." 

These coping strategies align with Ward et al. (2001), who 

identified peer support and extracurricular involvement as ef-

fective methods for mitigating the negative effects of culture 

shock. Social networks and engagement in cultural activities 

can help students feel more connected and less isolated in their 

new environment. Personal resilience, or the ability to view 

challenges as learning opportunities, also plays a crucial role 

in helping students cope with adversity. 

Given the importance of these coping mechanisms, 
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universities should foster an environment that encourages so-

cial engagement and offers resources for personal develop-

ment. Peer mentoring programs, cultural exchange activities, 

and support networks can help students adapt to their new sur-

roundings while building resilience. 

The results of this study confirm that culture shock is a mul-

tifaceted experience that significantly impacts freshmen EFL 

students, particularly those coming from rural backgrounds. 

Emotional distress, social integration struggles, and academic 

challenges were the primary difficulties reported by partici-

pants. However, coping strategies such as peer support, extra-

curricular involvement, and personal resilience helped miti-

gate these challenges. These findings underscore the im-

portance of creating a supportive academic and social envi-

ronment for students transitioning to new cultural contexts. In-

stitutions should provide comprehensive support systems, in-

cluding counseling services, peer networks, and culturally re-

sponsive teaching practices, to help students navigate the 

complexities of culture shock and achieve academic success.  

5. Recommendations 

Based on the findings of this study, which explored the im-

pacts of culture shock on freshmen EFL students at the Uni-

versity of Labor and Social Affairs (Ho Chi Minh City Cam-

pus), several key recommendations are provided for students, 

teachers, and institutions to help mitigate the challenges posed 

by culture shock and promote successful adaptation. These 

recommendations aim to enhance the well-being, academic 

performance, and social integration of students who face cul-

tural transitions. 

5.1 Recommendations for Students 

Seek Peer Support and Build Social Networks 

Given the emotional and social challenges faced by students, 

it is crucial for students to actively seek out support from peers, 

especially those who share similar cultural backgrounds or ex-

periences. Engaging with student groups, clubs, or communi-

ties can provide a sense of belonging and reduce feelings of 

isolation. 

Students should make an effort to participate in extracurric-

ular activities or peer mentoring programs where they can 

meet others and form supportive social networks. 

Develop Emotional Resilience 

As culture shock can lead to feelings of anxiety, homesick-

ness, and uncertainty, students need to focus on developing 

emotional resilience. Building coping mechanisms, such as 

practicing mindfulness, staying positive, and framing chal-

lenges as opportunities for growth, can help students better 

manage their emotional responses to the transition. 

Students should engage in mindfulness practices, time 

management techniques, and stress-relief activities (e.g., yoga 

or journaling) to help manage the psychological effects of cul-

ture shock. 

Take Advantage of Campus Resources 

Many students overlook the available campus resources 

that could ease their transition. Counseling services, academic 

support centers, and cultural exchange programs are invalua-

ble resources for adapting to a new environment. 

Recommendation: Students are encouraged to proactively 

seek out campus resources that offer emotional and academic 

support, such as counseling services and academic tutoring. 

Be Open to New Cultural Experiences 

Being open-minded and willing to learn about new cultures 

can ease the process of adaptation. Students should try to view 

cultural differences as opportunities for growth rather than 

challenges to overcome. 

Students should approach cultural differences with curios-

ity and respect, participating in cultural activities and events 

to deepen their understanding of the host culture. 

5.2 Recommendations for Teachers 

Create a Culturally Inclusive Classroom Environ-

ment 

Teachers should be aware of the diverse cultural back-

grounds of their students and adjust their teaching strategies 

accordingly. A culturally inclusive environment fosters a sense 

of belonging and encourages students to participate actively in 

the learning process. 

Teachers should use diverse teaching materials and ap-

proaches that reflect the cultural backgrounds of students, en-

suring that all students feel represented and respected in the 

classroom. 

Provide Clear Communication and Expectations 

Misunderstandings in communication can exacerbate cul-

ture shock. Teachers should ensure that they provide clear in-

structions, both written and oral, and be mindful of the lan-

guage barriers students may face. Furthermore, teachers 

should regularly check in with students to ensure they under-

stand the material and expectations. 

Teachers should make a conscious effort to simplify lan-

guage when explaining academic tasks and be open to clarify-

ing instructions to accommodate different learning styles. 

 

Incorporate Social-Emotional Learning (SEL) 

Strategies 

As emotional distress plays a significant role in students' 

adaptation, integrating SEL strategies into teaching can pro-

mote emotional regulation, empathy, and self-awareness. This 
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can create a more supportive classroom atmosphere, helping 

students feel safer and more confident. 

Teachers should incorporate SEL practices in the curricu-

lum, such as group discussions, reflective journaling, and 

mindfulness exercises, to enhance students’ emotional well-

being and academic success. 

Facilitate Group Activities and Peer Interactions 

Encouraging group work and peer interactions can reduce 

feelings of isolation and promote social integration. Group ac-

tivities provide students with opportunities to build relation-

ships and practice language skills in a non-threatening envi-

ronment. 

Teachers should organize collaborative projects, group dis-

cussions, and peer mentoring sessions that enable students to 

interact and learn from each other, fostering a supportive 

learning community. 

5.3 Recommendations for Institutions 

Offer Pre-Arrival Orientation Programs 

A key finding of the study was the importance of pre-arrival 

preparation in reducing culture shock. Institutions should offer 

orientation programs that provide students with information 

about the host culture, academic expectations, and available 

support resources. These programs can help students feel more 

prepared and confident upon arrival. 

Universities should implement comprehensive pre-arrival 

orientation programs that focus on cultural adjustment, prac-

tical tips for living in the host city, and mental health resources. 

Provide Ongoing Support Systems 

Institutions should provide continuous support throughout 

the students' academic journey. This includes counseling ser-

vices, peer support groups, language assistance, and cultural 

exchange programs. By offering a well-rounded support sys-

tem, institutions can help students navigate the emotional and 

academic challenges of cultural adjustment. 

Universities should establish support networks, including 

counseling services and student organizations that focus on 

cultural integration, and ensure these resources are easily ac-

cessible to all students. 

Foster Cross-Cultural Exchange and Integration 

To promote social integration, institutions should encour-

age cross-cultural interactions among local and international 

students. This can be achieved through activities such as lan-

guage exchange programs, cultural fairs, and collaborative ac-

ademic projects. 

Universities should organize cross-cultural events and col-

laborative activities that bring together students from different 

backgrounds, encouraging cultural exchange and mutual un-

derstanding. 

Provide Culturally Responsive Academic Support 

Given the academic challenges that students face due to cul-

tural differences, it is important for universities to provide tai-

lored academic support. This can include tutoring services, 

study groups, and workshops that focus on academic writing, 

communication skills, and adjusting to the new learning envi-

ronment. 

Institutions should offer targeted academic support for in-

ternational and rural students, including language skills work-

shops, writing centers, and study skills seminars to bridge any 

gaps in learning. 

Monitor Students' Well-Being and Academic Pro-

gress 

Regular monitoring of students' emotional well-being and 

academic progress can help identify those who are struggling 

with culture shock and may need additional support. Institu-

tions can use surveys, feedback forms, and academic progress 

reports to assess student adaptation and provide timely inter-

ventions. 

Universities should implement periodic surveys to assess 

students' adjustment to their new cultural and academic envi-

ronments and provide personalized interventions for students 

facing significant challenges. 

In conclusion, addressing the multifaceted impacts of cul-

ture shock requires a collaborative effort from students, teach-

ers, and institutions. By implementing the recommendations 

outlined above, students can be better supported in managing 

the emotional, social, and academic challenges they face when 

adjusting to a new cultural environment. For institutions, cre-

ating a comprehensive support system that includes pre-arri-

val orientation, ongoing academic and emotional support, and 

cross-cultural integration initiatives is key to promoting suc-

cessful adaptation and academic achievement for EFL stu-

dents. Teachers play an essential role in fostering an inclusive 

and supportive learning environment, ensuring that students 

feel confident, respected, and prepared for the challenges 

ahead. 

6. Conclusion 

This study aimed to explore the impacts of culture shock on 

freshmen English as a Foreign Language (EFL) students at the 

University of Labor and Social Affairs (Ho Chi Minh City 

Campus), focusing on the psychological, emotional, and aca-

demic challenges they face during their transition to urban ac-

ademic life. The findings reveal that culture shock signifi-

cantly affects students' ability to integrate into the new 
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academic and social environment, with psychological distress, 

adaptation difficulties, and communication barriers being the 

most prominent challenges. 

The research identified several key psychological effects of 

culture shock, such as confusion, homesickness, and discom-

fort, which not only hinder students’ language learning but 

also their social integration. These emotional challenges stem 

from the unfamiliarity with urban life and cultural differences, 

making it difficult for students to engage fully in their aca-

demic and social activities. Psychological stress was found to 

be a major barrier to effective communication and participa-

tion in classroom interactions, leading to feelings of isolation 

and a sense of alienation. 

However, the study also highlighted effective coping strat-

egies that can help students navigate these challenges. Pre-ar-

rival preparation programs, including cultural orientation and 

academic training, were found to be crucial in reducing initial 

anxiety and helping students adjust to their new environment. 

Furthermore, fostering cultural acceptance and developing a 

positive mindset through social-emotional learning (SEL) 

strategies were identified as key components for helping stu-

dents manage culture shock and improve their resilience. 

The findings suggest that higher education institutions play 

a critical role in supporting students’ transition by offering tai-

lored support services, such as counseling, peer mentoring, 

and academic resources. By implementing culturally respon-

sive teaching methods and promoting an inclusive environ-

ment, universities can ensure that students feel valued and 

supported throughout their academic journey. 

In conclusion, addressing culture shock in higher education 

requires a holistic approach that not only focuses on language 

acquisition but also on the emotional and social aspects of stu-

dent development. Educational institutions should prioritize 

creating an inclusive, supportive environment that allows stu-

dents to thrive academically and personally. By doing so, uni-

versities can help students overcome the challenges of culture 

shock, ultimately enhancing their academic success and over-

all well-being. This study provides valuable insights for edu-

cators, institutions, and policymakers, advocating for the im-

plementation of comprehensive strategies that address the di-

verse needs of EFL students from rural areas facing the chal-

lenges of cultural adaptation.  
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APPENDIX 

(English version) 

Semi-Structured Interview Questions 

Theme 1: Psychological Impact 

• Can you describe how you felt emotionally and 

psychologically during your first weeks in the new cul-

tural environment? 

• Were there moments when you felt overwhelmed or 

confused? If yes, what triggered those feelings? 

• How did culture shock affect your focus and moti-

vation in learning English? 

Theme 2: Adaptation Challenges 

• What challenges did you face when adapting to the 

academic and social culture at the university? 

• How did unfamiliar customs or practices impact 

your day-to-day life or studies? 

• Were there any specific cultural differences that 

were particularly hard to navigate? 

Theme 3: Communication Barriers 

• Did you find it difficult to communicate with class-

mates or teachers? If so, what were the main challenges? 

• How comfortable were you using English in social 

or academic settings during your first semester? 

• What strategies did you use to overcome communi-

cation challenges in the new environment? 

Theme 4: Coping Mechanisms 

• What specific methods or activities helped you 

cope with the stress of transitioning to this new environ-

ment? 

• Did any pre-arrival preparation (e.g., orientation 

programs) help reduce culture shock? Why or why not? 

• Who or what (e.g., friends, teachers, family) pro-

vided the most support during this transition? 

 

APPENDIX 

(Vietnamese version) 

Semi-Structured Interview Questions 

Chủ đề 1: Tác động tâm lý 

• Bạn có thể mô tả cảm xúc và tâm lý của mình trong 

những tuần đầu khi sống trong môi trường văn hóa mới 

không? 

• Đã có lúc nào bạn cảm thấy choáng ngợp hoặc bối 

rối lo lắng không? Nếu có, điều gì đã gây ra những cảm 

giác đó? 

• Những cú sốc văn hóa đã ảnh hưởng thế nào đến sự 

tập trung và động lực học tiếng Anh của bạn? 

Chủ đề 2: Thách thức trong việc thích nghi 

• Bạn đã gặp những khó khăn nào khi thích nghi với 

môi trường học tập và xã hội tại môi trường đại học? 

• Các phong tục hoặc thực hành văn hóa không quen 

thuộc đã ảnh hưởng thế nào đến cuộc sống hàng ngày 

hoặc việc học tập của bạn? 

• Có sự khác biệt văn hóa cụ thể nào mà bạn thấy đặc 

biệt khó vượt qua không? 

Chủ đề 3: Rào cản giao tiếp 

• Bạn có thấy khó khăn khi giao tiếp với bạn học cùng 

lớp hoặc giảng viên không? Nếu có, những thách thức 

chính là gì? 

• Bạn có cảm thấy thoải mái khi sử dụng tiếng Anh 

trong các môi trường xã hội hoặc học thuật trong học kỳ 

đầu tiên không? 

• Bạn đã sử dụng những chiến lược nào để vượt qua 

các rào cản giao tiếp trong môi trường mới? 

Chủ đề 4: Cơ chế đối phó 

• Các phương pháp hoặc hoạt động cụ thể nào đã giúp 

bạn vượt qua căng thẳng khi chuyển sang môi trường mới? 

• Các hoạt động chuẩn bị trước khi đến (ví dụ: 

chương trình định hướng học tập) có giúp giảm cú sốc 
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văn hóa không? Tại sao hoặc tại sao không? 

• Ai hoặc điều gì (bạn bè, giảng viên, gia đình) đã 

cung cấp sự hỗ trợ lớn nhất cho bạn trong quá trình 

chuyển đổi này? 

 


