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I taught my first Freshman Seminar class the semester after I returned from being director of our Dominican University study abroad program in Strasbourg.  When my freshmen began to have small but cumulative difficulties around the fourth week of classes, and then began to question whether or not they “fit” at Dominican University, it occurred to me that the phenomenon known as “culture shock,” which is well known to happen to students abroad who encounter and must cope with an entirely new culture, may occur also in freshmen or transfer students, especially those in the residence halls, who are, literally, moving to a new culture in leaving their families and coming to college. 

The “shock” part of the cycle begins usually when students have settled into a routine and the initial excitement and anxiety of the new situation have worn off.  In my experience, this is about the 4th to the 6th week of the semester:  so the latter part of September to the beginning of October is the “danger-zone” time.  If the student doesn’t know that “culture shock” is a normal phenomenon, s/he begins to question him/herself and the program (or the school), and thinks about transferring somewhere else, or simply about dropping out and going home.  It doesn’t occur to the student that this may be just a temporary   feeling, to be replaced by a stronger feeling of belonging later on.  The impression that the student receives at that time can be the “final” impression s/he holds about the school.

With culture shock in study abroad programs, when the student knows that this is a normal phenomenon, and that it is probably going to happen to him/her, the “shock” is much less violent and is usually short-lived.  The student doesn’t decide to leave, but “waits it out” until the “belonging” curve starts to swing upwards again.  My “new insight” is that our students—especially freshmen, and usually but not exclusively those in the residence halls—should be told about “college culture shock,” should be warned that it’s coming, and should be familiarized with the phenomenon (or phenomena:  note in the readings below that culture shock is seen to be either a U curve or a W (or multi-curve) form).

Of course, there may be many reasons why a student in the residence halls may feel depressed or alone or hopeless, so these feelings should not be dismissed.  Listening to the student is always necessary; in some cases counseling should be recommended—and some may be experiencing a psychological difficulty which needs attention—especially  if the feelings are strong or lasting. For many, however, the “out of sorts” feeling is part of the adjustment to a new culture; and if you consider in how many ways university life is a new culture, the notion of “college culture shock” may make some sense.

I am enclosing readings about culture shock from a variety of sources.  In reading them, if you substitute “college” for “host culture,” or “study abroad experience,” or “foreign country,” and if you substitute “student” [or “resident”] for “sojourner,” or “traveler,” I think the study of this pattern can be useful in figuring out what’s happening to some students.

Note that Thomas and Harrell say that the U curve is better as an explanation than as a predictor of behavior, and of course, as you have seen, each student is and reacts as an individual—but I believe this concept applied to our students in general (and freshmen in particular, since theirs is the biggest shock), might just be helpful, especially in the upcoming weeks. They could be alerted that culture shock may occur, and be prepared to withstand it.

This is from our Dominican in Strasbourg handbook:

VI. CULTURE SHOCK

Much of the following information is often overlooked, but it is very important.

“Culture shock” is the name given to a feeling of disorientation, loneliness, anger, insecurity, or confusion that often occurs when a person leaves a familiar place and moves to an unfamiliar one.


From:
The Syracuse University Handbook for International Students

“Dr. Kakervo Oberg, one of the first writers on culture shock as a phenomenon, has described culture shock as a series of stages which proceed from entry into the host culture to re-entry in the home culture.

“Stage 1 is a period of incubation.  You will probably be very positive about everything since it is all a new experience.

“Stage 2 is a period of crisis.  In the settling-in process you may encounter genuine difficulties.  Situations may arise which you did not expect.  You may become critical or negative toward the [new] culture and even think that people are out to make life difficult.  (Often, stages 1 and 2 will alternate for some time.)

“Stage 3 is a period of recovery.  You will begin to realize that they have a different way of doing things.  You will even begin at times to react to certain situation the way a…person [in the new culture] might.  It is at this time that you will begin to laugh at your early fears.

“Stage 4 will be the time that you begin to adjust more positively to the [new] way of life while recognizing its inadequacies.  In some cases upon your return there may be a culture shock in reverse, though not as severe as before.”  [Ed.- This description is also known as the U curve.]

It is important to recognize these stages, and to know your feelings for what they are.  It is also important to know that they can recur—especially if you are upset or disappointed about something—and that they don’t necessarily occur in the same order for everyone.

Another view of culture shock is described by writer Peter Adler.  Adler sees it as “the very heart of the cross-culture learning experience.”  The culture shock process forces you to reflect upon yourself and your own culture.  The net result is a new understanding of your own values, beliefs, and behaviors.

What is really important to understand about culture shock is that everyone goes through it.  Another important factor in dealing with culture shock is to realize that you will experience it to the greatest degree at the beginning of your trip.  As you live in a foreign environment longer and longer, it becomes less foreign and you become accustomed to it.  There will, however, be “relapse” times—especially a few weeks after regular classes start, when life becomes routine, and in times of stress.

In fact, the administrators of The American Junior Year at Heidelberg University program argue that this “second phase [of culture shock]…is more profound and requires greater efforts at readjustment.  This is the sense of loneliness and isolation that comes from being different and being uncertain of the cultural differences and from lack of close friends or relatives.  Unwilling to risk humiliation, we shy away from new situations and withdraw to cliques of people who [are most like us].”

The foreign country in which you will be living may look exciting, beautiful and perfect as you look at pictures and prepare for your trip, but the simple fact is that it is not perfect.  Not everything will go the way you have planned it in your mind, and sometimes a number of things go wrong all at the same time and you will get depressed and ask yourself, "Why did I come?”  RELAX, things will get better.  Then, the more difficult “culture shock” will occur coming home!  

* * * SOME STUDENTS’ COMMENTS ON CULTURE SHOCK * * *

“Prepare students again and again for reality.  That they are going to feel let down and disillusioned at times, that they are going to go through periods of incredible homesickness and depression, that it will pass.  Also, I would encourage students to stay the full year.  I would have missed so much if I had left after on semester.  Encourage students to talk to the Dominican Program Director when they run into problems—personal and academic.”

“I think that students should be warned that a real homesick bug goes around shortly after the 4-week [beginning of the semester]—at least it hit our group.  People should be told that it will end—they just have to stick it out.  It’s worth it!”
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