Peer-Reviewed Article O ] E D

© Journal of International Students OFEN JOURNALS IN EDUCATION
Volume 9, Issue 4 (2019), pp. 954-971

ISSN: 2162-3104 (Print), 2166-3750 (Online)

Doi: 10.32674/jis.v0i0.605

ojed.org/jis

International Students’ Perceived Language
Competence, Domestic Student Support, and
Psychological Well-Being at a U.S. University

Zhengda Luo
Siyu Wu
Xuanyu Fang
Nelson C. Brunsting
Wake Forest University

ABSTRACT

To increase knowledge of international students’ psychological well-being at U.S.
universities, we examined the degree to which demographic factors, perceived
language competence, and domestic student social support were associated with
Ryff’s (1989a, 1989b) six aspects of psychological well-being. Participants (n = 216)
were undergraduate and graduate students from one mid-sized private university in
the Southeast. Analyses revealed differential psychological well-being scores based
on demographics. Perceived language competence and domestic student social
support were associated positively with multiple aspects of psychological well-being.
The novel findings of this case study provide initial evidence of a potentially useful
new approach toward international student adjustment and well-being. The authors
provide initial recommendations for researchers, practitioners, and international
students.

Keywords: college or university, international student, language competence,
psychological well-being, social support, United States

The steady increase of international students—students without United States (US)
passports studying on visas—at colleges and universities in the US over the last two
decades has coincided with greater research attention on international student
adjustment (International Institute for Education, 2017; Smith & Khawaja, 2011).
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This focus on international students’ university experience has illuminated the
successes and challenges students from across the globe encounter in the US, with
the greatest attention afforded to psychosocial outcomes such as acculturative stress,
anxiety, and depression (Brunsting, Zachry, & Takeuchi, 2018; J. Zhang & Goodson,
2011). Potentially lost in the exploration of negative adjustment outcomes is the
opportunity to better comprehend more positive psychosocial outcomes such as well-
being. The current study is designed to explore demographic, social, and academic
factors associated with psychological well-being, specifically six subtypes of well-
being: autonomy, purpose in life, positive relations with others, environmental
mastery, self-acceptance, and growth. To increase the knowledge base of positive
well-being outcomes for international students, we selected—based on theory and
prior research—variables of interest: perceived language competence and domestic
student social support. Domestic student social support represents the degree to which
international students perceive the U.S. students on their campus are willing to help
them when needed and include them in opportunities. To date, no research has
investigated linkages between perceived language competence, domestic student
social support, and specific aspects of psychological well-being.

Following Ryff (1989a, 1989b), psychological well-being is drawn from an
integrated framework of life course theory, mental health perspectives, and personal
growth theories and has extended prior approaches focused mainly on happiness or
affect. Ryff posited six aspects of psychological well-being: autonomy,
environmental mastery, personal growth, positive relations with others, self-
acceptance, and purpose in life. Autonomy is the degree to which one is the locus of
control and is self-directed in one’s actions. Environmental mastery represents the
degree to which one can arrange one’s environment satisfactorily. Personal growth
relates to one’s feeling of continuous growth and development on one’s path to self-
actualization. Those who are self-accepting acknowledge both their good and bad
qualities, generally having a positive self-regard. Purpose in life refers to feeling one
has a direction, usually positive, in life and that life generally has meaning.

Recent literature reviews on international student adjustment, acculturative
stress, and well-being concur in their summaries of the international student
experience: Many international students adjust well to the new academic, cultural,
and social environment at the university and have positive well-being outcomes;
however, a substantial portion of international students encounter a range of
challenges and experience lower well-being (Alharbi & Smith, 2018; Brunsting,
Zachry, & Takeuchi, 2018; J. Li, Wang, & Xiao, 2014; Smith & Khawaja, 2011; J.
Zhang & Goodson, 2011). Frequent challenges include social support, English
language competence or proficiency, attitudes toward help-seeking and self-efficacy;
additional factors associated with well-being include country of origin, personality,
and length of time in host country (Alharbi & Smith, 2018; Brunsting et al., 2018; J.
Lietal., 2014; J. Zhang & Goodson, 2011). The current study draws on cross-cultural
adjustment to identify two primary factors in international student adjustment:
perceived language competence and domestic student social support.
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

Ward and colleagues’ (Ward & Kennedy, 1999; Ward & Rana-Deuba, 1999) theory
of cross-cultural adjustment partitions adjustment into two domains: psychological
(i.e., psychological well-being and satisfaction with one’s ability to navigate a new
environment) and sociocultural (i.e., one’s ability to “fit in” and be welcomed by the
host culture). The theory posits that factors such as social support and personality
promote psychological adjustment while language fluency and social skills are
associated with sociocultural adjustment. However, researchers have noted that some
international student factors (e.g., length of residence in the US, acculturation) are
associated with both psychological and sociocultural outcomes, which brings into
question the degree to which psychological and sociocultural aspects of adjustment
interact or are jointly predicted (J. Zhang & Goodson, 2011). The current study is
designed to test an aspect of the theory of cross-cultural adjustment: Are both
psychological and sociocultural factors—domestic student social support and
perceived language competence—associated with international students’
psychological well-being when controlling for demographic factors? Figure 1
illustrates the framework as posited by Ward and colleagues (Ward & Kennedy, 1999;
Ward & Rana-Deuba, 1999).

Social Support Language Competence Social Support Language Competence

y y

Psychological Well-Being Sociocultural Adjustment Psychological Well-Being

(a) (b)

Figure 1: The first model (a) represents a simplified framework of Ward and
Kennedy’s (1999) Theory of Cross-Cultural Adaptation, which includes the
variables of interest in the current study. The second model (b) is tested in the
current study.

Perceived Language Competence and Well-Being

Host country language competence is an essential factor associated with
international students’ well-being in their adjustment process. In order to pursue
successful interaction with members of the host culture, international students may
need to adjust their attitudes and social behavior at times to fit in to the local
environment and society. Investigations of international students’ acculturation
process revealed that self-reported English language proficiency is a significant
predictor of acculturative stress, depression, and psychological distress (Mahmood &
Burke, 2018; Smith & Khawaja, 2014). Low academic—achieving international
students reported a low English proficiency and greater overall stress (de Araujo,
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2011; Sumer, Poyrazli, & Grahame, 2008; C.-C. D. Wang & Mallinckrodt, 2006; K.
T. Wang et al., 2012). They encountered more challenges in understanding class
context, participating in discussions, and communicating concerns. In particular, low
language proficiency may affect international students’ procrastination behavior,
leading to increasing stress and decreasing quality of academic performance (J. Zhang
& Goodson, 2011). A recent study documented students’ perceptions of their growth
as their language skills progressed during studying in the US: Chinese international
students reported greater self-confidence, maturity, and independence as well as
increased English ability (Z. Li et al.,, 2017). These outcomes align with the
psychological wellbeing subscales of self-acceptance, environmental mastery, and
positive relations, providing support for the hypothesis that perceived language
competence will by associated with self-acceptance, environmental mastery, and
positive relations.

Perceived Language Competence and Domestic Students’ Social Support

International students may experience anxiety and isolation because of language
barriers (Ching, Renes, McMurrow, Simpson, & Strange, 2017). Although language
proficiency is believed to be a significant factor of social well-being, research
suggests that individuals’ perception of their language competency rather than actual
language competence is related to acculturative outcomes (Lin & Betz, 2009). For
Taiwanese students in the US, English proficiency mediated the effects of
acculturation level (Dao, Lee, & Chang, 2007); similarly, Turkish students’ self-
reported English difficulties predicted their adjustment (Yildirim, 2015). However,
other previous findings show that the level of English proficiency did not mediate the
effect of social support on the level of acculturative stress (Poyrazli, Kavanaugh,
Baker, & Al-Timimi, 2004). Socially a lack of confidence in one’s second language
ability may undermine international students’ social self-efficacy and social ability.
Indeed, social self-efficacy in the English setting is significantly and positively
related to English proficiency (Constantine, Okazaki, & Utsey, 2004; Lin & Betz,
2009). Typically, these challenges beget further challenges, as difficulty
communicating with members of the host culture impedes communication of
necessary information and can lead to decreases in satisfaction with life in United
States for international students (J. Zhang & Goodson, 2011). A recent study of
international students in Australia revealed associations between English language
proficiency, support from host country (e.g., university faculty, staff, and students;
locals), and student satisfaction with university life (Mak, Bodycott, & Ramburuth,
2015). The current study is designed to replicate and extend research in this area by
testing whether perceived language competence is associated with domestic student
social support rather than a broader construct of host country support.

Domestic Student Social Support and Well-Being
Domestic student social support may be an important predictor of international

students’ psychological wellbeing. Previous research suggests that students who self-
report a high level of social support have a lower level of acculturative stress (Yeh &
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Inose, 2003). When international students leave their home country, they are often
disconnected with their previous social support system. However, the challenge of
building a new social network can be difficult for international students compared to
the local groups (Longerbeam, DeStefano, & Lixin, 2013; Poyrazli & Grahame,
2007) and many report feeling social isolation (MacLachlan & Justice, 2009). We
anticipate that social support from domestic students may help them to establish new
relationships. Given the benefits of support from local students for succeeding in a
new environment, we expect domestic student social support will be associated with
psychological well-being constructs of positive relationships with others,
environmental mastery, and autonomy. A recent study examined the degree to which
university support (i.e., support from university, faculty, and staff) related to student
academic, social, physical, and psychological well-being, finding that university
support predicted higher scores on well-being generally (Chavoshi, Wintre,
Dentakos, & Wright, 2017). However, Chavoshi et al. (2017) did not explore
associations between university support and the psychological well-being subscale.
The current study extends the current research by testing for relationships domestic
student social support and six aspects of psychological well-being.

Hypotheses

1. Domestic student social support will have a significant positive
association with perceived language competence for international
students.

2. Higher levels of perceived language competence will be associated
with increases on three of six subscales of psychological well-being
of international students aligned with communication and
confidence of speaking (self-acceptance, environmental mastery,
and positive relationship), as well as the overall psychological well-
being.

3. Domestic student social support will be associated positively with
three of six aspects of psychological well-being of international
students: autonomy, environmental mastery, and positive
relationships with others, as well as the overall psychological well-
being.

4. Domestic student social support will have a stronger positive
association than perceived language competence for each
psychological well-being outcome.

METHODS
Participants

In the current study, the participants were 216 international students at a small
liberal arts university in the Southeast. Table 1 includes the demographic information
for participants. The age range of participants varied from 17 to 38 with an average
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of 21.37. Most of the international students in this study came from East Asian
countries with citizenships (n = 171; 79.16%). Chinese students consisted of a large
portion of student body from East Asian, (n = 160; 93.57%), and of all participants in
the study (74.54%). Most participants were undergraduate students (n = 124; 57.4%)
and female (n = 156; 72.2%).

Table 1: Participant Demographic Information

Participants n % n %
Gender Degree Pursued
Male 60 27.8 Bachelors 124 574
Female 156 72.2 Masters (non-MBA) 68 315
Citizenship MBA 4 1.9
N. and Centr. America 7 3.2 JD 1 0.5
South America 12 5.6 PhD 19 8.8
Europe 12 56 Year: Undergraduates
Africa 4 1.9 1 34 274
Middle East 2 0.9 2 27 218
Central Asia (India) 9 0.4 3 37 298
East Asia 170 78.7 4 26 21.0
Citizen of China Year: Graduates
Yes 160 74.1 1 54  60.7
No 56 25.9 2 19 213
3 6 6.7
4 6 6.7
5 2 2.2
6+ 2 2.2
Procedure

Prior to recruiting participants, we obtained approval from our institutional
review board. Names and emails of all international students at the participating
university were obtained from the university registrar. The fourth author sent out a
series of three recruitment emails asking students to participate in the study and
complete the linked survey. The survey took 15-25 min for the participants to
complete; those who completed were entered into drawings for one of five $50 gift
cards. All participants were aged 16 or above and all surveys were finished within 5
weeks between October 1 and November 5 in 2017. The response rate of participants
was 30.64%.

Measures
Demographics

The survey contained a series of demographic questions, including age, gender,
home country, citizenship, degree pursued (e.g., graduate or undergraduate) and
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location of country in which the participant graduated high school. As participants
only selected two of the five options for gender, we coded gender as a binary variable
(e.g., female or male) in this survey.

Domestic Student Social Support

To measure domestic student social support, or the perception of support
internationals students felt they received from American students at their university,
we adapted the Social Support Scale (Carver, 2006) in two ways. First, we removed
four items that were deemed to be confusing by a focus group of international
students. Second, we adapted the stem of the social support questions to focus on
domestic students. An example question is “how much you can relax and be yourself
around the American students at your university?”. The scale ranged from 1 (none)
to 5 (a great deal) and demonstrated high reliability (o0 = .93).

Psychological Well-Being

The survey included the 42-item Ryff’s (1989a, 1989b) Psychological Well-
Being Scale, comprised of six subscales: purpose in life, positive relations with
others, autonomy, environmental mastery, personal growth, and self-acceptance.
Example items include “I do not have many people who want to listen when | need
to talk” and “It is difficult for me to voice my opinions of controversial matters.”
Participants responded on a five-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The subscales demonstrated moderate to high
reliability in the current sample, ranging from .70 (autonomy) to .79 (personal
growth); the full 42-item scale had high reliability (o = .91).

Perceived Language Competence

Perceived language competence is derived from a single item. Students were
asked to predict the degree to which they felt they were incompetent in English. The
response option was a slider ranging from 0 not at all characteristic to 10 extremely
characteristic, with options to one decimal place (e.g., 6.8). This response was then
reverse coded to produce the perceived language competence variable.

Plan of Analysis

To prepare the data for regression analyses, we first examined the dataset for
diversions from univariate and multivariate normality, issues of multicollinearity, and
reliability of measures. No items exceeded recommended thresholds for skewness or
kurtosis (2 and %5, respectively; Ware, Ferron, & Miller, 2013). After examining
Mahalanobis’ distances, no multivariate outliers were identified. Variance inflation
factors were calculated to assess for issues of multicollinearity for the planned
regression. As no variance inflation factor exceeded 1.2—well below the
recommended threshold of 3—this suggests the variables are not multicollinear.
Measure reliability was assessed with Cronbach’s alphas: Multiple-item measures
ranged from .71 to .93, demonstrating good reliability. We conducted two series of
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ordinary least squares regression analyses to determine first whether perceived
language competence would predict changes in the six constructs of psychological
well-being as well as the overall construct, controlling for demographic differences.
The second series of regression analyses included all the variables in the first series
as well as an additional independent variable: domestic student social support.

RESULTS

We conducted Pearson correlations and two sets of ordinary least squares regression
analyses to examine first whether self-perceived language competence would be
associated positively with aspects of psychological well-being, controlling for
demographic differences among participants (see Table 2). After the first set of
regression analyses revealed significant relationships between perceived language
competence, domestic student social support was added to the regression model as an
additional independent variable.

Table 2: Summary of Intercorrelations of Six Subscales of Psychology Well-
Being, Socioeconomic Status (SES), Domestic Social Support, and Language
Competence of International Students in U.S. Universities

Measure 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 M sD
SES - 5.95 1.62
Language =30~ - 391 .83

competence
Domestic social 18« -11 - 2.23 .85
support
Autonomy 220 - 31w .16+ - 6.28 4.94
Positive 14 ~23% 25 .10 - 2.58 3.17

relations with
others

Environmental 14 -19« 28w+ 24+ 5l - 358 3.38
mastery

Personal growth .09 -7 18 A6+ A3 420w - 3.49 82

Purpose of life .08 <22 22 35w 3%wr 5B 620 - 3.06 .90

Self-acceptance .28+ -3l 26w+ 35w 55w B0wx  4Twe 53w - 3.49 92

Psychological 220 232w 32w 50w 69w 77w T2ws 80w B2 2167 3.04
well-being

Note. *p < .05, =p < .01, »+p < .001.

As expected, there were significant negative correlations between perceived
language competence and well-being outcomes as well as between significant
positive correlations between domestic student social support and well-being
outcomes. Interestingly, the relationship between perceived language competence
and domestic student social support was nonsignificant.

Perceived Language Competence and Well-Being

Seven regression analyses were calculated to test for predictive associations
between perceived language competence and six subscales of psychological well-
being as well as an aggregated psychological well-being variable, all controlling for
demographic differences. See Table 3 for the results. Perceived language competence
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and the four demographic variables accounted for between 5% and 17% of the
variance in psychological well-being subscales: psychological well-being (17%),
self-acceptance (16%), autonomy (15%), purpose in life (13%), personal growth
(10%), positive relations with others (10%), and environmental mastery (5%). In five
of the equations, significant relationships were revealed between perceived language
competence and psychological well-being, with higher levels of perceived English
incompetence associated with increases in well-being.

Table 3: Psychological Well-Being Subscales Predicted by Domestic Social
Support and Perceived Language Competence

Outcome Predictors B SE t p
Autonomy
Chinese -08 12 -1.06 .29
R2=.16 Female -12 11 -167 .10
Undergraduate -08 .10 -1.06 .29
SES 15 .03 195 .05

Language competence 21 .02 2.66 01%*
Domestic social support .14 06 191 .06

Positive relations with others

Chinese .06 A3 .72 A7
R2=.12 Female 14 11 1.88 .06
Undergraduate -08 .11 -105 .30
SES .06 .04 .80 43

Language competence 22 .02 2.69 01**
Domestic social support .21 .06 2.86 01**

Environmental mastery

Chinese .07 13 .88 .38
R2=.11 Female .07 12 .87 .39
Undergraduate -10 11 127 21
SES .09 04 112 .26

Language competence A7 .02 199 .05*
Domestic social support .24 .06 314 .00**

Personal growth

Chinese .00 14 .05 .96
R2=.13 Female .22 12 3.00 .00**

Undergraduate -16 11 -2.03 .04*

SES .04 04 54 .59

Language competence A7 .02 2.08 .04*
Domestic social support .15 .06 1.93 .06

Purpose in life

Chinese -17 13 211 .04*
R2=.15 Female A1 12 1.49 14

Undergraduate -19 11 -248 .01*

SES .03 .04 .39 .70

Language competence 14 .02 176 .08
962
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Outcome Predictors B SE t p

Domestic social support .16 06 215 .03*

Self-acceptance

Chinese -09 12 -114 .26
R2=.19 Female 12 A1 173 .09

Undergraduate -11 10 -146 .15

SES 19 .03 256 .01*

Language competence 21 .02 256 .01*
Domestic social support .18 .06 248 .01*

Psychological well-being

Chinese -05 b3 -67 .50
R2=.23 Female A3 46 1.88 .06

Undergraduate =17 44 232 .02*

SES 13 A5 179 .08

Language competence .25 .08 3.25 .00**
Domestic social support .25 25 3.59 .00***

Note. SES = socioeconomic status. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p <.001

Perceived Language Competence, Domestic Student Social Support, and Well-
Being

The same seven regression equations were recalculated with the addition of
domestic student social support as an independent variable (see Table 4). The two
independent variables and four control variables accounted for 12% to 23% of the
variance in well-being aggregate and subscales: psychological well-being (23%),
self-acceptance (20%), autonomy (16%), purpose in life (15%), personal growth
(13%), positive relations with others (12%), and environmental mastery (11%).
Perceived English competence was associated with six of the seven psychological
well-being variables while domestic student social support was related to five of the
seven well-being variables. In all instances, higher levels of perceived language
competence and higher levels of domestic student support were associated with
increases in well-being.

Table 4: Significant Predictors of Well-Being Outcomes

= < = s
S & © - < s
< g = £ o 2
od £ 2 £ 5§ 25, ¢
sz =8 g & Sg Z82 g
7 o © S = c S 8T = =
Predictor L2 n < a ) w = acoxo <
Chinese -
Female ++
Undergraduate - - -
SES +
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Language ++ + + + ++ ++
competence

Domestic social ~ +++ + + + +
support

Note. +/- signifies the direction of the relationship between variables. +/- < .05,
++4/-- < .01, +++/--- < .001

DISCUSSION

The current study was designed to explore potential associations between
demographic factors, domestic student social support, perceived language
competence, and range of psychological well-being outcomes. Interestingly, the two
independent variables of interest, domestic student social support and perceived
language competence, did not correlate as hypothesized. This finding aligns with the
current research, which has mixed results with regard to English competence and
international student adjustment (positive relationship: Chavoshi et al., 2017; Dao et
al., 2007; Lin & Betz, 2009; no relationship: Poyrazli et al., 2004). We caution against
overinterpretation of an acceptance of the null hypothesis, especially given the
homogeneity of the sample in this modest study. Nonetheless it should be noted that
the theoretical approach of focusing on international students’ acculturation style is
naturally incomplete: Domestic students may seek out specific international students
for reasons other than their level of English and ability to communicate easily. Clearly
more research is needed to understand the potential relationship between language
competence and domestic social support.

With regard to the second hypothesis, perceived language competence was
associated with higher levels of three aspects of well-being: self-acceptance,
environmental mastery, and positive relations with others. As expected, students’
perceptions of their English ability were linked with positive psychological well-
being outcomes that require higher levels of language knowledge and interaction.
Interestingly, perceived language competence was associated with higher levels of
two other aspects of well-being, autonomy and personal growth, as well as overall
psychological well-being. These findings add to the prior literature that has revealed
that perceived language discrimination is predictive of negative mental health
outcomes and lower life satisfaction on campus (Wei, Wang, & Ku, 2012). Future
investigations can determine the relative contributions of perceived language
competency and perceived language discrimination to international students’ well-
being.

Domestic student social support was related to international student well-being.
Three of the four hypothesized relationships were significant: environmental mastery,
positive relations with others, and overall psychological well-being; additionally,
domestic student social support predicted higher levels of self-acceptance and
purpose in life. These findings align with prior research revealing that students who
report high level of social connections experience lower levels of acculturation stress
(Yeh & Inose, 2003). However, there was not a significant relationship between social
support and autonomy or personal growth. A non-relationship between social support
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and autonomy is not wholly surprising as one’s perception of receiving help and
support from other students could be connected with feeling that they cannot satisfy
their needs alone autonomously.

The final hypothesis posited that domestic student social support would be a
stronger predictor of each aspect of psychological well-being than perceived language
competence due to the importance of members of the host society in the acculturation
process. Results were mixed: Domestic student social support was a stronger
predictor of purpose in life, positive relations with others, environmental mastery, and
overall psychological well-being, while perceived language competence was a
stronger predictor of autonomy, self-acceptance, and personal growth. Students with
lower perceived language competence and language skills reported more academic
difficulties and higher stress level. The adjustment process is slower for students with
poor English competency. More social discomfort has been reported among these
students (Duru & Poyrazli, 2011).

Limitations

There are three main limitations of the current case study. First, the study was
conducted with participants from only one U.S. university, making its generalizability
limited. In this light, the study should be viewed as an exploration into identifying
associations between important academic and social variables. Second, the study
relied on a single item for perceived language competence. It would be preferable to
have included a scale to increase confidence in construct measurement; however,
available scales in the literature focus on anxiety, pronunciation, or communication,
rather than English competence. Third, the data are cross-sectional; although the
analyses test for prediction, it is important to remember that the predictions are
associations rather than causal relationships.

Implications for Research

The current study extends current research by examining predictors of multiple
aspects of well-being, yielding a more nuanced understanding of international student
adjustment. Further, the current study provides additional empirical evidence
supporting the use of individuals’ perception of their language ability rather than
solely objective measurements of language competence (e.g., standardized testing).
From this perspective, researchers can develop a more detailed understanding of the
ways in which language ability can potentially influence international student
adjustment and well-being. Additionally, the current study extends research on social
support to highlight the strength of associations between international students’
psychological well-being and a particular source of social support: domestic students
at their university.

If the findings of the current study are replicated, researchers might consider
exploring differential impact of language and social factors on international student
adjustment, given the lack a relationship between perceived language competence
and domestic student social support. Previous research has documented well the
various types of predictors of international student adjustment: linguistic,
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sociocultural, academic, discriminatory, and practical (Smith & Khawaja, 2011). The
findings of the current study also bolster the argument of J. Zhang and Goodson
(2011) for the need to continue to refine Ward and colleagues’ (Ward & Kennedy,
1999; Ward & Rana-Deuba, 1999) theory of cross-cultural adaptation. Given that
both domestic student social support and perceived language competence shared
strong associations with multiple aspects of psychological well-being, it may be time
to construct a more nuanced and complex model, or consider integrating other
developmental theories with strong bases of research for explaining adjustment,
growth, and well-being such as life course theory (Elder & Shanahan, 2006).

If the findings of the current study are replicated, researchers might consider
beginning to test which factors are most predictive of international student adjustment
so that interventions can be designed to provide campus life personnel and university
administration with evidence-based highly effective resources to support
international student adjustment.

Implications for Practitioners

As colleges and universities in the US continue to experience an increase of
international students, the well-being of international students can no longer be solely
the concern of the international or global office, but rather should be central to the
operations of the university: in campus life, the research lab, and the classroom. Pre-
orientation programs and first-year experience courses are well-suited to providing
opportunities for international students to create friendships with domestic students
as well as to enhance their language competence. Recent studies have demonstrated
orientations and orientation-style programming for international students can increase
their understanding of university mission and goals and general university adjustment
(Guvendir, 2018; Y. Zhang & Garcia-Murillo, 2018). Through provision structured
opportunities for international students to interact with domestic students,
international students can gain confidence of their English competence and connect
with domestic students in orientations. More language-oriented programs can be held
in the summer before the international students come to the US. If an institution has
a large concentration of students from one or more countries, it may be worthwhile
to consider creating country-specific programming or holding pre-orientation
programming at a location in those countries, providing students the opportunity to
begin their college transition without jetlag and with less potential for culture shock
(Brunsting et al., 2017).

As for social support from domestic students, the practitioners are encouraged to
create ways to encourage the conversations between international students and
domestic students. For example, in the orientation week, there are often icebreakers
designed to create social cohesion and opportunity for interaction. We encourage
additional time be set aside for semi-structured social events. Pre-orientation
programming focused on inclusion and diversity should be developed with an eye
toward international student diversity in addition to that of domestic students.
Additionally, university faculty and staff should reconsider their role in supporting
international student adjustment to university, as they are often viewed by students as
academic role models (Glass, Koliocek, Wongtriat, Lynch, & Cong, 2015; Mesidor
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& Sly, 2016). Domestic—international student interaction and dialogue on campus
occurs frequently in classrooms and research labs (Glass, 2012); however, academic
settings typically are the most challenging arenas of communication and English
language expertise for international students (Yildirim, 2015). Although many faculty
are welcoming of international students and are inclusive and supportive of their
perspectives in class, others either miss opportunities to include international students
in discussion or outright discourage those who have not fully mastered English (Glass
et al., 2015; J. J. Lee & Rice, 2007). We encourage informal discussions among
faculty, department chairs, and deans around expectations and support of
international student adjustment.

Implications for International Students

The results of this study underscore the importance of perceived language
competence to international students’ well-being ata U.S. university. Communication
is a critical component for fitting into the environment for international students
undergoing the acculturation process (Sam & Berry, 2010). We recommend
international students increase preparation in two focused areas prior to transition to
U.S. universities: increasing English competence and understanding of social culture
in the US. In order to build confidence and competence of one’s English ability,
international students should undergo a thorough and detailed evaluation that includes
spoken English, academic writing, and reading speed at least one year prior to
departing for university. Additional time spent shoring up language skills may yield
increased confidence for international students when they arrive in the US. We
encourage international students to engage in pre-orientation programs that are held
by their universities, which can provide international students with opportunities to
engage in the host environment so that they can be more familiar with the language
and culture ahead of the first semester (Y. Zhang & Garcia-Murillo, 2018).
Experiencing success within the programs can increase confidence in their English
ability. Additionally, gaining intercultural skills via introductory courses or other
means can help increase international students’ social support (Brunsting, Smith, &
Zachry, 2018). After enrolling on campus, we recommend international students
continue to push themselves to engage in activities and build friendships with
domestic students, as it provides a context to both continue to improve language
competence and to receive social support (Brunsting et al., 2019; Glass, 2012; Han,
Pistole, & Caldwell, 2017; Lin & Betz, 2009).

CONCLUSION

The current case study provides modest initial evidence of positive associations
between perceived language competence and multiple aspects of psychological well-
being as well as between domestic student social support and psychological well-
being. Although the study is limited based on its participant sample studying at one
university, the findings are promising. We encourage researchers, practitioners, and
international students to consider a more nuanced, positive, and multifaceted
approach toward understanding international student adjustment.
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