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Your student’s outward behavior is a demonstration of what’s happening underneath the exterior, so recognizing the symptoms of 
culture shock will help you better understand and empathize with the student’s experience.  Culture shock is normal and you may find 
yourself going through similar stages as you adjust to living together. 
 

Culture Shock is the feeling of disorientation experienced by someone who is suddenly subjected to an unfamiliar culture, way of life, 
or set of attitudes.  Your student will experience culture shock during their stay with you – it’s normal and healthy to do so.  Knowing 
what to expect will help you understand what they’re going through and better equip you to support them throughout this process.  
Your student will most likely experience every stage but experience some of these stages out of order and for varying lengths of time. 
 

 
Stage 0: Preparation 
This stage occurs prior to the student’s departure from his/her home country. During this period, the student is preparing by 
submitting paperwork, attending orientation, packing, and saying goodbye to family and friends. 
 
Stage 1: Honeymoon 
The first stage begins the day the student arrives in the United States and typically lasts the first several weeks. This is a very exciting 
time when you meet your student and he/she experiences a new home and school for the first time. It’s important for the student to 
get plenty of rest during these first few weeks as so many new experiences will be exhausting. The student may be experiencing jet lag 
from the time difference and long flight. The student will also spend a lot of energy concentrating on what people are saying and how 
they should reply, regardless of how good his/her English skills are. The student may feel overstimulated from noticing differences 
everywhere they look. All of this is normal. The first few weeks in the U.S. may be hectic but the student will soon settle in as school 
begins. 
 
Stage 2: Settling In 
Students initial fatigue of travel will pass as they become familiar with your family's patterns and their new surroundings. Fitting in and 
making friends is sometimes difficult for international students. Don't be afraid to ask them questions or speak to them about their 
feelings.  And encourage them to ask questions of their own - stage two is a wonderful time for students to practice their 
communication skills! Also, encourage them to be patient, building relationships and making new friends takes time. 
 
Stage 3: Deepening the Relationship 
This stage will usually occur about a month after your student arrives in the United States. You have introduced your student to your 
house rules. They may not understand all of these rules and it is necessary for you to be patient with them as they adapt to your home 
family life. But be firm in your expectations, let the student know that although they may forget from time to time, you expect them 
to try their best. This is also a good time to ask questions about their culture. This will help to strengthen your relationship with your 
student. Many students consider it a special treat when they are encouraged to cook a meal that is typical of their home country. Help 
them not be discouraged if every ingredient or cooking utensil is not available.  Encourage them to be creative and adjust as 
necessary. You may not like everything, but let the student know you appreciate having the chance to try something new. 
 
Stage 4: Culture Shock 
The fourth stage may begin as early as the first couple of weeks and end after the first few months. At the beginning of your student’s 
stay, everything was fun and exciting. They felt good about their progress in English. Their new friends were fun and exciting. They 
enjoyed your family and community and being an international student. Now, however, they are experiencing some upsetting 
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feelings. It may not be one major thing that is upsetting them but a lot of little things, such as coping with the many behaviors and 
ideas that are different than those of the people in their country, trying to absorb all the new information they are receiving, and 
feeling tired from speaking in a language other than their native language all day, every day. For this reason, culture shock is often 
referred to as "cultural fatigue.” How do you know if your student is experiencing culture shock?  
 
The following are some symptoms of culture shock: 

• A desire to spend time with and depend on others of their own culture. 
• Anger over minor things that are not very important. 
• Wanting to speak their native language and not wanting to learn more English. 
• Fear of trying new things or going to new places. 
• Homesickness. 
• Physical symptoms such as too much or too little sleep, stomachaches, headaches, or crying. 
 

Culture shock is not a constant in most cases. They may feel fine one day and miserable the next. It is difficult to know what will 
trigger the discomfort. It won’t be avoided entirely, but there are ways to cope with it.  They could: 

• Accept as normal a certain amount of confusion. 
• Write down their feelings or talk about them with a member of your family or the school international  
   advisor. 
• Refrain from blaming themselves or others for the way they feel. 
• Refrain from expecting too much of themselves. 
• Try to get more rest. 
• Eat well. 
• Do things they enjoy. 
• Seek counseling or guidance if their symptoms become overly intense. 

 
Dealing with culture shock is not easy, but they can overcome it…especially with your support! 

 
Stage 5: The Holidays 
It is common for international students to feel homesick and sad during the holiday season and other special occasions such as special 
holidays in their home country, their birthday, or the birthday of one of their family members. It will be helpful for them to become 
involved in your family’s holiday activities. The busier they keep themselves during these times, the easier it will be for them. 
Remember, the homesickness and feelings of sadness will pass. 
 
Stage 6: Cultural Learning 
This stage occurs after the first three months. By now your student is probably realizing how much progress he/she has made in 
understanding the culture and language of the United States. They may even be surprised at how much they have changed since their 
arrival. They will have gained new insight into themselves, their ideas, and about the people of the United States. They are learning by 
doing, not just by sitting in a classroom or studying books. They will probably have developed some good friends and are feeling at 
home with your family. 
 
Stage 7: Pre-Departure 
This stage usually occurs in the last six weeks or so, as your student’s return home draws closer. Even though they may be excited 
about seeing their friends and family from home and eating some of their favorite foods that they have missed, they are going to have 
mixed emotions because now they have made friends here. Accepting these mixed feelings as normal will help them transition. They 
will need to begin preparing for the separation: look back on their experience, considering the many different feelings they have had 
along the way and plan their farewell. They should also prepare for the adjustment they will experience when they return home. 
 
Stage 8: Readjustment 
This stage occurs after your student returns to their home country. They will go through a period of adjustment as they become 
reacquainted with their own culture and surroundings again. Their family and friends may see changes in them. Their friends could 
even feel like these changes mean they don’t know them as well anymore. Also, if they come back and talk nonstop about their 
exchange experience in the United States, their friends might feel like they now value their American experience more than they value 
the experience of being in their home country with them. Your student might feel sad or lonely when they return home and see that 
they missed a year in the lives of their friends and family. Additionally, in the year they were away, their friends made new memories 
that they weren’t a part of, and their friends may have formed new friendships with people that they don’t know. They may even find 
themselves homesick for things that they’d gotten used to in the United States! All of this is normal. It will take time for them, their 
family, and their friends to get reacquainted, to adjust to the changes that they have all undergone in the time that they were away, 
and to make new memories together. If you talk with your student about this particular stage, encourage them to give it time! 
 
If you feel you still have a lot more to learn, don't worry! MIF Hosting Tips continue throughout your student's stay!  
Additionally, I am available for your questions, concerns and highlights so don’t hesitate to reach out! 


