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PREFACE 

This free e-booklet has been written as a public service by the author. 

The contents of this booklet will help you to adjust better to life as a student in a foreign country. This booklet has been written based on the experience of the author as a Chinese-Malaysian who studied and worked for 17 years in the USA. 

The checklist in Appendix Two is a useful guide on what you can do before you leave to study in a foreign country.   
I wish you every success as a student overseas!
Kai-Lit Phua, PhD  FLMI

Shah Alam, Malaysia

September 2017
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Introduction
Welcome to this book! I presume that you – the reader – are either a current (or future) foreign student, or a parent of a foreign student (or would-be foreign student).

This book has been written by me (a retired Malaysian university professor who spent many years as a foreign student in the USA) to help you or your child achieve “success” as a foreign student. I spent a total of 17 years in the USA – both as a student and as an employee there (whilst completing my PhD degree at Johns Hopkins University) – before returning to Southeast Asia (Singapore and Malaysia). 
There are many challenges to being a student in a foreign country.  These include homesickness, adapting to life in a foreign country, being successful academically, managing finances, handling relationships, dealing with unpleasant phenomena such as xenophobia or racism, and dealing with “reverse culture shock” upon returning to your home country after many years overseas. This book is to help you or your child to successfully handle these challenges.

“Success” as a Foreign Student
How does one define “success” as a foreign student, i.e. a student who studies in a non-degree programme, or more commonly, studies for a full degree in another country? Success can be measured along the following dimensions:

1. Academic

2. Social and Economic
3. Cultural
4. Psychological 

Success in the Academic Dimension

Measurement of success in the academic dimension is perhaps the easiest – successful completion of a diploma or degree programme and returning to your home country with a “sheepskin” in hand. It is even better if your undergraduate degree grades are very good and you return home with high honours from a British-type university or a high GPA (Grade Point Average) from an American university. For graduate degrees (postgraduate degree in British English), it would be successfully studying for a Master or PhD degree.  It is more difficult to measure success with respect to a non-degree short course of study, unless there were examinations at the end of the short course.

Nevertheless, the foreign student should avoid “diploma/degree mills” which have low admission and teaching standards and award degrees easily in return for payment of school fees. One way would be to ensure that the college or university you are going to attend is “accredited”. It is also a good idea to ensure that your foreign degree is recognised by the government or relevant regulatory authorities of your home country. For example, a medical degree from a foreign country should be recognised by Malaysian authorities such as the Malaysian Medical Council if you want to practise medicine in Malaysia.  
As a new, first semester student in a university-level educational institution, you may experience a degree of shock, i.e. at the fast pace (where one lecture covers one chapter of the textbook), the heavy workload, and having to be an independent learner who is disciplined in terms of time management. The shock can be made worse by being in a foreign university, i.e. having to understand the accents of the lecturers (both native as well as foreign-born), coping with new and unfamiliar teaching styles, and so on.

If you are financially tight, this may require you to work part-time on-campus (in the USA) and you would need to be able to juggle your studies and your work.  

Success in the Social and Economic Dimension

You are succeeding in the social dimension if you manage to make deep friendships with natives of the foreign country you are studying in. It is necessary to escape from the “Malaysian ghetto” or the “Asian ghetto” if you want to do so. (The “Malaysian ghetto” and “Asian ghetto” mean Malaysian students who only mix with other Malaysian students or Asian students who only mix with other Asian students, whilst studying in a foreign country where the locals are mostly Caucasian). 

You need to overcome feelings of ethnocentrism, i.e. believing that your culture and values are the “best” and judging other cultures and values negatively and rigidly using this perspective.  
You are achieving success in the economic dimension if you manage to secure a reasonably good job after you finish your degree (in your native country or in foreign countries). Hopefully, the non-academic skills you picked up while a foreign student actually help in your subsequent career and in dealing with people from other countries and cultures. These non-academic skills include: languages, ability to function in a multi-ethnic environment, handling differences in perspectives with tact etc.
Success in the Cultural Dimension

Living and studying in a foreign country gives you a lot of opportunities to learn about and to understand and appreciate the culture of the foreign country you are based in. 
Unlike going to a foreign country as a tourist, you really get to know the locals and to experience everyday living in their country. You will get to have a better understanding of the good points as well as not so good points about the foreign country.

After living there for a while, you will also get to be, at the very least, reasonably fluent in the local language. This will help you in the future if you return to your home country but interact, as a working professional, with people from the foreign country where you studied earlier. For example, if you studied in Japan, you will understand the subtleties of Japanese culture and the behaviour of the Japanese people better – such as the many unwritten rules of conduct and knowing what is implied, but not clearly stated, in conversation. 

Another plus of living and studying in a foreign country is that you will learn to better appreciate the culture of your own country after you return from overseas. You will also see more clearly the negative aspects of the culture of your home country. For example, after I returned home from the USA with its highly individualistic culture, I appreciated the closeness of family relations in Chinese-Malaysian culture. But I also could see negatives in Chinese-Malaysian culture more clearly, e.g. male favouritism, lack of the voluntary spirit and active participation in community affairs as compared to the USA.  
When you are a student overseas, if your finances permit, you should seize all   opportunities to travel within the foreign country or in neighbouring countries. This is because when you start working, you will have less time to travel although you may have more money in the bank. In large countries such as the USA, Australia and Canada, there may be significant differences between different regions of these countries. When I travelled to Santa Fe in the state of New Mexico in the southwest region of the USA, I could not help admiring the adobe-style architecture of the city. Again, when I travelled to the state of North Carolina in the southeast region of the USA, I noticed all the locals joining in “square dancing” and having a good time (similar in some ways to the widespread participative dancing of Japanese residents of a town whenever they host a “matsuri” or festival). 
Success in the Psychological Dimension

I would define “success in the psychological dimension” as - generally, you had a positive time during your long stay in the foreign country. You came home a wiser person with a lot of life experiences that helped you in your subsequent career and personal life. 

First, you successfully dealt with home sickness within a few months after you moved to the foreign country to study. Subsequently, you learned to be independent and how to take care of yourself, e.g. you learned to deal with landlords, manage your finances, maintain your health, perhaps learned how to drive while overseas (if you left home before getting a driving license), perhaps learned to cook food (palatable food!) for yourself, washed your own laundry, kept your living quarters clean and so on. 

Some foreign students even met their spouse (foreign students from their home country, from other foreign countries, or students from the host country) while they were studying overseas.    
Challenges to Being a Student in a Foreign Country

As mentioned in the Introduction, these include:

· Homesickness

· Adapting to life in a foreign country

· Achieving academic success

· Managing finances

· Handling relationships

· Dealing with unpleasant phenomena such as xenophobia or racism

· Dealing with “reverse culture shock” upon returning to your home country
Homesickness
It is always hard for a student to be away from his or her family for the first time for an extended period. This is made harder when the student goes abroad to study in a foreign country. But learning to be independent is a part of growing up to be an adult. 
The student should know that feeling homesick is normal. It is just a matter of learning to cope with, and overcome it. 

How to cope – a parent can find ways to help his or her child to overcome homesickness even before going overseas, e.g. sending the child to stay with a relative or family friend in another part of one’s country for a long holiday; sending the child for a short course in another town (which necessitates the child having to live away from home for the entire length of the course). 

When you go overseas and you are on your own, support is often forthcoming from senior students who are fellow countrymen and countrywomen. In my personal experience, senior Malaysian students at my first university in the USA provided welcome moral support, i.e. friendship, advice, useful tips, even free temporary accommodation whenever the university dormitories closed down during the year. Graduating senior students may even pass on some of their material possessions to you when they leave the foreign country and return home.
Support can also be forthcoming from close relatives or family friends who have emigrated to the foreign country (such as Australia, New Zealand, Canada, USA etc.).

After arrival in the foreign country, you can also seek help from the Department of Student Services or the professional counsellors who have been hired by the university to provide such services. Some universities may even have an entire unit devoted just to the provision of services to foreign students. 
Adapting to life in a foreign country

It is inevitable that foreign students will experience “culture shock”. This is because the food, weather, languages spoken, and the customary behaviour and values of local people can be very different from that of the student’s home country.
Culture shock is defined by the Merriam-Webster dictionary as

A sense of confusion and uncertainty, sometimes with feelings of anxiety, that may affect people exposed to an alien culture or environment without adequate preparation.
How to cope 
The first thing to do is to be open-minded and try the local food (especially the foods that are more palatable-looking or tasting to you). You never know – you may even grow to love the cuisine of the country where you are studying!

You can also cook for yourself (therefore it is important to learn how to cook before going overseas!). This can also cut down on your food bills. Some of the ingredients used in the cooking of the student’s home country may be expensive or difficult to get in the foreign country. The student can always improvise! For example, I used cow’s milk to cook Malaysian curry while I was in the USA.

As for the weather in the host country – this is beyond the control of the student, after his or her arrival. The only possibilities are to adapt (like the locals) or to transfer to a university in another region of the country that has better weather. A foreign student can expect damp rainy weather in England, tornadoes and hurricanes in the Gulf and Mid-western states of the USA, harsh winters in Ontario province in Canada and so on. However, in large countries like the USA and Australia, certain cities and regions can have better weather as compared to other regions.    

In the case of any difficulty with respect to the languages spoken in the foreign country: it is best that you, as a student, be already fluent in the foreign language (such as English or French) before departure from your home country. Ability to read and write well in the foreign language – especially the language that would be used in your programme of study – would make life easier for you. Even so, the newly-arrived student may have some difficulty in understanding locals because of their accent.

In the UK, the many different local accents may make it quite difficult for the foreign student. In the southern USA, the accent is noticeably different from that of the rest of the country. Ethnic minorities (such as African-Americans) may also speak with distinct and different accents. When I first arrived at my university in the USA, I adapted by bringing a cassette recorder to my first few lectures so as to record what my professors were saying. Afterwards, in my dormitory room, I played the lectures back again to take down more detailed notes. After about one month, I was able to fully understand the standard American accent and therefore did not need to use my cassette recorder anymore.

There was a funny incident during my first week (Orientation Week) in the university. I went to attend a talk with my American roommate. After the talk, I told my roommate that I could not understand a word of what the speaker was saying. My American roommate told me that the speaker spoke English with a (heavy) foreign accent! 

As for the usual everyday behaviour of the natives of the foreign country, it would take a longer time for you as a foreign student to get over any culture shock associated with this. You can read up on this issue, try to have an open mind, and ask university friends who are natives to explain any behaviour or local values you do not understand. 

Foreign students in the USA are often shocked by how the local students address their professors (e.g. calling professors by their first name), how professors may behave (e.g. putting their feet on the table in class), how much alcohol American students drink – both male and female, how little many American students know about countries outside the USA.  One of the biggest culture shocks as a foreign student would be learning about the “gun culture” in certain geographical regions and amongst certain social groups in the USA. For example, in the state of Texas, it has recently become lawful to bring handguns onto campus and even into lecture theatres in one’s handbag or knapsack. This development has made professors nervous about discussing controversial political or social subjects in the classroom.   

Achieving academic success
When it comes to one major aspect and aim of life as a foreign student, i.e. achieving academic success, you may also be subjected to unexpected shocks. Foreign students may not do well academically during their first semester or first year overseas for various reasons. These can include:

Poor language skills, e.g. weak English language skills while studying in an English-speaking university

Poor writing skills, e.g. undisciplined writing style, with inability to put down thoughts on paper in a logical step-by-step manner 

Unable to adjust psychologically to life as a student in a foreign country, e.g. severe homesickness 

Having to compete with other smart students if enrolled in an elite university, e.g. a foreign student at Princeton University or MIT in the USA, would have to compete with all the other bright American students as well as other bright foreign students from all over the world.  

The shock of failing in any subject or getting only mediocre grades can seriously affect the self-confidence and self-esteem of the student, and even give rise to psychological problems that can jeopardise successful completion of the academic degree.  

How to cope

Before leaving home, you should take steps to achieve fluency in the language that will be used for teaching in the foreign university you will be attending. You should also learn to write properly, i.e. in an academic style, and avoid plagiarism at all costs! (Plagiarism, i.e. using ideas and words from others without proper citation or quotation, can get you into serious trouble when you are a student in a university).

As for getting good grades while competing academically with other bright students in an elite university: you should be realistic and know what your strengths and weaknesses are. It is OK to get less than stellar grade during the first semester or the first year, but there is no option but to work harder and improve subsequently. You are more likely to achieve academic success if you are studying subjects which cater to your strengths and which you also enjoy. 
Whenever you experience any difficulty in any subject, you should quickly seek advice and help from the counsellors based at the university. 

Managing finances 
You are fortunate if you are studying in a foreign university while being fully-funded by your parents or through a generous scholarship. It can be very challenging if this is not the case. Some countries allow foreign students to work part-time, e.g. the USA allows foreign students to work on campus in the library, in the cafeterias, as a research assistant to a professor, and so on. In such cases, you would need to learn how to juggle your studies and your part-time work. 
How to cope 
You would need to learn to control your spending, unless your parents are very rich. The cost of living is often higher in a foreign country – as foreign students tend to move to more developed countries for their studies.  

You can also acquire and use money-saving skills. For example, by not buying certain textbooks (use books from the library or read free on-line textbooks), buying second hand textbooks from other students, moving off-campus, cooking for yourself, and so on. When I was an undergraduate student, I shared housing and meals with foreign students from Hong Kong as well as Asian-American students. This helped me to reduce my housing and food costs considerably. It also helped me to improve my cooking and to learn about Hong Kong Chinese culture and the life experiences of Asian-Americans in a country where Caucasians are the dominant ethnic group. 

For recreation, you can do free things such as going to the park, going to free outdoor concerts and country fairs, and so on. 

You can work part-time (if it is legal to do so) during the school year or during school holidays. Working part-time is usually positive because you will be forced to manage your time better, and it may also help you to acquire some useful skills (especially when working as a research assistant to a professor).   

You may also be able to find ways to earn money online. Be creative, but also remember that your academic studies should always come first. 

In the unfortunate situation where you are unable to pay your university fees, it may be possible to stop studying temporarily, return home to work, and continue later in another foreign university (in university systems that allow you to transfer academic credit from one university to another such as that of the USA).   
Handling relationships

An important part of the human condition is having healthy relationships with other people – friends, work colleagues, and more intimate ones such as with a romantic partner. 

Relationships with people from other cultures and countries can be interesting as well as challenging because of cultural and value differences. 

Friendship with local students may be experienced by the foreign student as being “superficial”. This is because in some countries, the locals tend to be more individualistic, more self-reliant and less communitarian than the country from which the foreign student originated. 

While you are a student in a foreign country, you should be careful about making any negative remarks about the foreign country (remarks on its politics, society, culture, values). This is because most people do not like to hear criticisms of their country from foreigners. 

Try to make friends not only with local students but also with foreign students from other countries – they can be useful sources of support (they are experiencing the same challenges as you). For example, if you are an ethnic Chinese from Malaysia, you can seek friendship and support from Chinese students of other countries such as Singapore, Hong Kong, Taiwan and so on. At my first university, my circle of foreign Chinese friends also included Chinese-Americans (some Chinese-Americans are actually children of immigrants themselves and therefore have some understanding of Chinese culture and values). If you are a Malaysian Muslim, you can seek friendship and support from Muslim students from other countries, e.g. Singapore, Indonesia, Egypt and so on. 

Perhaps one of the most difficult areas which you as a foreign student may face is romantic relationships with the locals (or with foreign students from other countries). You will need to understand local dating and romantic relationship norms in order not to suffer unnecessary psychological distress. In Western countries, dating is not taken as seriously as in Asian countries, i.e. a date is nothing more than a date, and going out on a few dates does not necessarily mean that the local person is in a serious relationship with you. This even extends to sexual relationships between the local Western person and the foreign student. Value systems can be so different that serious misunderstanding may occur.       

How to cope 
First of all you should remember that you are a foreigner in the country and the local people will not change their ways to suit you. You are the one who has to adjust and adapt. You need to be open-minded and tolerant, even if you do not subscribe to the value system of the local people. For example, if the norm in the foreign country is to “go dutch” on a date (i.e. both persons going out on the date pay their share of the total bill), then you should not expect the man to pay on behalf of the woman.   
Dealing with unpleasant phenomena such as xenophobia, racism or  Islamophobia  
One very unpleasant aspect of life as a foreign student is having to deal with incidents of xenophobia, racism, or Islamophobia. These experiences are unfortunate but real, especially off-campus. Xenophobia is dislike or hostility toward foreigners, racism is shown by prejudice and discrimination against other ethnic groups, while Islamophobia is hostility toward people who are Muslims. 
When I was a student in the USA, there was trade tension between the Japan and the USA. So, as an East Asian-looking person, I experienced hostile remarks from some white people because they mistook me for a Japanese. 

You also need to be careful and not pick up racist views from native people (about their own minority groups), e.g. racist views of some white people against African-Americans or Native Americans in the USA. 

Try not to tell natives that you want to stay in their country after graduation, as this may provoke xenophobia. This is especially so when the economy of the country is not doing well, and some of the locals feel that foreigners are taking away jobs from locals.   

How to cope
First, you should blend in as much as possible, e.g. do not dress in ways that identify you as a foreigner. Follow the behavioural norms of the country you are studying in, e.g. speak softly in public if you are in England. Do not litter or spit on the roads. Do not play the music you like (such as your native music) loudly in your dormitory. 

If you are harassed by any local, try not to show fear. Also, do not engage in prolonged arguments or get into physical fights, just get away from the place of harassment. Report serious incidents to university authorities, or report to the police. Regretably, in areas where Islamophobia is very strong and there have been physical attacks on Muslims, you may even need to consider dressing differently (such as not wearing a head scarf in public) so as to ensure your physical safety.  

Above all, always value yourself and your ethnic and cultural background. All cultures have their strengths and weaknesses. There is no such thing as a “superior culture” and an “inferior culture” in the eyes of social scientists such as anthropologists and sociologists. 
Dealing with “reverse culture shock”

What is “reverse culture shock”? It can be defined as feelings of disorientation and uneasiness, or even strong surprise when you return home after spending a long time overseas and find that what used to be familiar in the past (the society you grew up in) is no longer the case today. 
There will be physical changes to the environment. But there will be social and even cultural and value changes in the country you return home to.

Relatives and friends are also likely to find that you have changed, e.g. after living in a more open and individualistic western country for a few years, you may be less hesitant to voice your opinions and behave more independently (or even assertively). You may have more “western” views on gender relations or even romantic relationships and sexuality (such as tolerance of homosexuality) – views that may upset more traditional-minded parents or older relatives! After spending a few years being exposed to alternative viewpoints and different value systems, your old friends (especially those who did not go to a local university or did not study in an overseas university) may even find some of your changed views to be unsettling.  
You will find that relatives and friends are usually not interested in your foreign adventures. Even those who are interested may not have a good idea of what you are talking about. 
Finally, you may find that your native country has changed a lot – for the better in some ways and for the worse in other ways. Again, you will need to adapt to the new society you return home to. Before I returned home for good to Malaysia, I anticipated that there would be problems such as heavy traffic and serious air pollution. Thus, I was better prepared mentally to fit back into Malaysian society after I returned home. 
How to cope 
You must acknowledge that you yourself have changed in subtle ways, and perhaps that sometimes, it is better not to say controversial things that may upset your older relatives. 

You must also understand the lack of interest or incomprehension of others with respect to the stories of your life overseas. You must realise the importance of adapting back to life in your changed native country. Finally, to ease the transition back to your native country, you can continue to maintain contact with friends you have made while you were living in the foreign country. You can also mix with expatriates who are living in your native country or with returnees from foreign countries like yourself. The latter will understand the challenges you are facing and provide you with psychological support, as they themselves have gone through (or are going through) the readjustments which you are facing.      
Appendix One – Necessary Job Skills 

An article by Susan Adams published in Fortune magazine in 2014 listed these as necessary job skills, i.e. what employers look for in potential employees: 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/susanadams/2014/11/12/the-10-skills-employers-most-want-in-2015-graduates/#7416a86b2511
1. Ability to work in a team: A single person cannot master everything. This is why teamwork is often necessary at the workplace.
2. Ability to make decisions and solve problems: A good employee is able to make prudent and thoughtful decisions, i.e. not impulsive decisions, or avoid acting in an indecisive manner. 
3. Ability to plan, organize and prioritise work: In other words, ability to produce results and get things done. If the workload is heavy, the good employee will be able to prioritise, i.e. do the most important tasks or focus on major projects first. 
4. Ability to communicate verbally with people inside and outside an organisation: Ability to convey essential information by having good oral and written skills. Ability to give good presentations to large groups of people. 
5. Ability to obtain and process information: Knowing where to look for information. Ability to sift high quality information from unreliable ones. 
6. Ability to analyse quantitative data: Possession of basic mathematical and statistical skills. Ability to read and interpret charts and graphs. 
7. Technical knowledge related to the job: In technical jobs, possession of the necessary knowledge and skills to get work done. On-the-job training, or continuing education courses can also help. 
8. Proficiency with computer software programmes: Ability to use software programmes in areas such as word-processing, database management, financial spreadsheets, presentation graphics, and simple statistical software packages. 
9. Ability to create and/or edit written reports: Ability to write clear and concise reports. Ability to edit the work of others so as to enhance the readability of the reports. 
10. Ability to sell and influence others: This skill is especially important in marketing and advertising jobs. At higher levels within a corporate bureaucracy, the ability to inspire and influence the staff would be a very useful skill in terms of achievement of higher levels of performance in a competitive economic environment. 
Appendix Two – Check List (before going overseas to study)

1. Master the language that will be used at the university you are going to attend

2. Learn critical thinking skills

3. Learn how to write in an academic manner, i.e. logical, systematic (step-by-step), proper citation

4. Learn how to cook, learn basics of good nutrition

5. Learn how to drive

6. Live away from home for extended periods (to overcome home sickness)

7. Time management skills

8. Learn the values, norms, and customs of the country you are going to 

9. Contact students from your country who are already studying at the university you will be going to (get insider tips and advice from them)

Appendix Three – A Bit of Whimsy: Phua’s “University Student Days” Easy, Minimalist Recipes

1. Malaysian Minimalist Curry

Marinate chicken pieces in soya sauce

Place chicken into pot, and fry in oil with garlic bits and onion slices

Add curry paste (curry powder stirred in water)

Add potatoes

Boil until the chicken is cooked and the potatoes are soft  

Add cow’s milk to thicken (in place of less healthy coconut milk)

2. Turkey Soup

Put turkey drumstick into a heavy pot with a solid lid

Add water and boil at low heat for a few hours

Add lettuce and boil at low heat for at least another 15-30 minutes

Add salt to taste

3. Claypot Beef

Soak claypot in water for a few hours e.g. 2 hours

Drain all the standing water from the claypot

Put in cubed beef, and marinate with soya sauce

Add carrot pieces and capsicum pieces

Put in oven and bake (until the water seeps from the claypot walls

back into the claypot)

4. Chicken with Carrots
Marinate chicken pieces with soya sauce

Place marinated chicken pieces in a glass bowl and add a bit of water and add the sliced carrot pieces

Add some crushed red pepper

Microwave, and eat!

5. Stir-fried Beef with Capsicum

Cut beef into thin slices

Marinate the beef using soya sauce

Cut capsicum into smaller pieces (discard the stem, seeds and inside white portion)

Put oil in the wok, add in garlic bits and fry (just for a short while)

Lower the heat and stir fry the beef in the “enhanced” oil

Remove the beef from the wok

Add the capsicum and stir fry

Add the beef into the wok and mix with the capsicum

Add some oyster sauce, continue to stir fry the beef and the capsicum

(Be careful not to cook the beef too long or it will become tough) 

6. Minced Beef Pizza

Put oil into the wok

Add garlic bits and fry

Add minced beef, add soya sauce and fry until cooked

Remove beef 

Spread tomato paste on the pizza base

Place cheese slices on the pizza base (Kraft cheese slices are OK) 

Add minced beef on the pizza base

Microwave the pizza

· The basis of Chinese-style cooking is very simple actually, i.e.

Put oil into the wok and fry the oil with garlic bits and/or onion pieces. This will “aromatise” the oil. 

Marinate meat or poultry using soya sauce (or soya sauce and corn flour combination). 

Cook briefly (stir-fry) at high heat. 

Oyster sauce or bean sauce or other sauces can be added too. 

For beef and veggies, cook the beef and the veggies separately, then mix them together. This will prevent overcooking of the beef.  
