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Challenges Faced by Turkish Students 
Adjusting to Multicultural Environment in 
the International Islamic University Malaysia 
(IIUM)

Togan Nezihat Sena,1 Iyad Muhammed Eid2  

Abstract: Even though studying abroad is a very popular phenomenon among 
students, international students still face challenges in their host country. These 
adjustments are primarily related to psychological, sociocultural and academic 
challenges. The purpose of this paper is to investigate the psychological, 
sociocultural and academic difficulties encountered by Turkish students as 
they adjust to the new and multicultural environment of International Islamic 
University Malaysia (IIUM). This study also aims to examine the relationship 
between the language and academic achievements of Turkish students. This 
study relies heavily on the qualitative research method, and data from seven 
Turkish respondents were gathered through in-depth interviews. The interviews 
were conducted via online platforms and recorded.  The interview questions 
were based on the difficulties they encountered in the host country and the 
new multicultural environment. Furthermore, the questions were intended to 
elicit information about the difficulties that Turkish students face at IIUM. 
The data were analysed with a thematical analysis technique. According to the 
findings of this study, Turkish students face psychological, sociocultural and 
academic challenges at IIUM. These challenges are linked to psychological 
wellbeing, homesickness, loneliness, adapting to a new environment, cuisine, 
weather and learning a new language. The main themes of this paper are these 
modifications. The findings of this study will assist future Turkish students 

1 	Togan Nezihat Sena is a student at the Department of Sociology and 
Anthropology, Kulliyyah of Islamic Revealed Knowledge and Human 
Sciences, IIUM. Togan can be reached at toganse97@gmail.com.

2 	 Iyad Muhammed Eid is an Assistant Professor at the Department of Sociology 
and Anthropology, Kulliyyah of Islamic Revealed Knowledge and Human 
Sciences, IIUM. He can be reached at iyad@iium.edu.my.
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in making admissions decisions as well as guide university administration in 
assisting and managing current and future Turkish students. 

Keywords: Challenges, Turkish, Students, Adaptation, Multicultural, IIUM.

Introduction

International students, by definition, travel abroad to participate in 
educational activities in foreign countries (UNESCO UIS, 2019). 
From 2000 to 2010, the number of international students enrolled in 
higher education increased by approximately 200% (OECD, 2012). 
It is estimated that there are approximately 5.3 million international 
students worldwide (UNESCO UIS, 2019). Furthermore, the number 
of international students is expected to reach approximately eight 
million by 2025 (Altbach, 2004). Several factors motivate students to 
study abroad, despite the fact that it can be a difficult experience, such 
as adjusting to a new culture and environment. There are also social, 
emotional and academic changes to consider (Kilinc & Granello, 2003; 
Pedersen, 1991). 

Turkey was founded in 1923 by Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, and the 
country was shaped by his vision and innovation. In Turkey, education 
is governed and funded by the Ministry of National Education, from 
primary school to university. Nonetheless, despite foreign language 
classes from fourth grade to university as well as the government’s 
English textbook, it is not particularly successful.

Similarly, many researchers have discovered that Turkey’s English 
proficiency is relatively low, despite the government’s efforts and 
investments in English education (Işik, 2008; Kirkgöz, 2007; Aydemir, 
2007; Çelebi, 2006). Turkey was ranked 50th out of 70 countries in 
the EF English Proficiency Index (EF, 2015) result with a “shallow 
level of English”. There are several reasons for Turkey’s low English 
proficiency, including educational institutions in Turkey that primarily 
focus on teaching grammar rules rather than practical application, a 
lack of English-speaking practice in daily life and learning English 
through the Turkish language (Coskun, 2016).

TOGAN NEZIHAT SENA AND IYAD MUHAMMED EID
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For Turkish students, studying abroad is not a novel experience. 
In the 1920s, Mustafa Kemal established a government foundation to 
assist Turkish students studying in European countries (Şarman, 2005; 
Yurttadur, 2012). Since then, the Turkish government encourages and 
supports international study through government scholarships or loans. 
For example, since 2006, the government has sent approximately 7000 
Turkish students abroad through the “5000 Turkish Students Abroad in 
5 Years” programme (Güçlü, 2015). Aside from that, Turkish students 
can study abroad through self-sponsorship or bank loans. According to 
Deniz Akar, the Manager of the International Education Fair of Turkey 
(IEFT), 100,000 Turkish students study abroad each year, spending 
approximately USD1.5 billion (“Turkish students”, 2014).

Malaysia, on the other hand, is a popular study abroad 
destination. Based on the Malaysian Ministry of Higher Education’s 
Internationalisation Policy for Higher Education, the Ministry 
of Higher Education decided to establish Malaysia as a centre of 
education for international students. Around 80,000 students studied 
in Malaysia in 2010. As a result, the Ministry predicted that 200,000 
international students would study in Malaysia by 2020 (Ministry of 
Higher Education, 2011). According to the National Higher Education 
Research Institute, Ministry of Higher Education (2009), international 
students choose to study in Malaysia because of the opportunity to 
study English at reasonable study and living costs, the development of 
international networks and safety. Apart from these, Malaysian culture 
and the Islamic way of life are important factors considered when 
studying abroad in Malaysia. Therefore, Malaysia is very appealing 
to Turkish students studying abroad who want to share cultural 
similarities, such as religion and eating halal food. Turkish students, 
on the other hand, must go through a tentative adaptation process to 
university life in a different country. These difficulties include language, 
psychological and sociocultural issues.

As a result, Turkish students who study abroad are likely to face 
adjustment difficulties. International students are expected to face 
psychological adjustment in order to overcome homesickness and 
loneliness, in addition to language challenges. Similarly, students from 
other countries must adjust to the host country’s different environment, 
food, weather and culture. As a consequence, the focus of this study 

CHALLENGES FACED BY TURKISH STUDENTS ADJUSTING TO 
MULTICULTURAL ENVIRONMENT IN THE IIUM
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is primarily on Turkish students at International Islamic University 
Malaysia (IIUM) and their challenges.

Psychological and Sociocultural Adjustments

According to Ward and her colleagues (1996), human cross-cultural 
adaptation ought to be conceived in two conceptually distinct, but 
integrally related terms: the psychological and the socio-cultural.  The 
former indicates an individual’s emotional state as they transition into 
a new cultural environment, whereas the latter refers to their ability to 
establish competent interaction in the said milieu. This categorisation 
of adjustment is also echoed by Brown and Halloway (2008). Research, 
such as one conducted by Yan and Berliner (2013), suggests that 
international students are among those who have to deal with challenges 
associated with these psycho-socio-cultural adjustments frequently.

Challenges in making psychological adjustment include negative 
affective experiences, such as anxiety and depression. This is 
particularly true for those living in an environment foreign to their 
original dwelling. This is also the case for international students, many 
of whom were reported to experience various negative emotional 
states, such as stress (Berry et al., 1987) and mental health problems 
(Smith & Khawaja, 2011). For instance, Yeoh and Terry (2013) 
stated that international students at the University of Tasmania have 
felt homesickness, depression, anxiety, stress and loneliness. Others, 
such as Kilinc and Granello (2003), found that Turkish students in the 
United States of America (USA) had to deal with homesickness, which 
influences their attainment of life satisfaction. 

There are several factors that are fundamental in navigating around 
a student’s psychological adjustment processes, namely self-esteem, 
and social life. For the former factor, studies have demonstrated the 
correlation between the aforesaid negative affective states and student’s 
self-esteem. Specifically, Rahman (2003), as well as Wei et al. (2008) 
found that lower self-esteem is directly proportional to clinical levels 
of depressive symptoms among international students. The other 
factor, as substantiated by studies, implicates the link between social 
relationships and psychological adjustment. For example, Poyrazli and 
Lopez (2007), who investigated the psychosocial, demographic and 

TOGAN NEZIHAT SENA AND IYAD MUHAMMED EID
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stress levels of Turkish international students in USA found that a lack 
of social support from locals, families, universities and friends can lead 
to mental health issues, such as stress, depression and anxiety.

The second type of adjustment is sociocultural adjustment that has 
to do with the host country’s social environment. According to Searle 
and Ward (1990), the sociocultural adjustment of international students 
is achieved when they are able to survive, study and live in a new 
environment by understanding and implementing cultural knowledge 
skills. Central to this concept is the idea of cultural distance, which 
refers to the degree of cultural difference between foreign individuals 
and their host countries (Babiker et al., 1980). This is demonstrated 
in Aubrey’s (1991) study, where students from European countries, 
compared to their Asian and African counterparts, adapt more easily to 
the host country of USA due to their cultural similarities. 

Language is a key factor in determining the cultural distance and, 
therefore, a student’s sociocultural adjustment. Learning a foreign 
language is cited as a significant barrier for students (Mori, 2000; 
Trice, 2004; Ward et al., 2001). For instance, according to Mahmud et 
al. (2010), international students in Malaysia can have communication 
problems with locals due to either misunderstanding jokes or not 
understanding words due to the different accents in Malaysia’s 
multicultural and multiracial environment. On the contrary, mastery 
of a certain language associated with the host country, such as English, 
is proven to be instrumental for the said adjustment (Zimmermann, 
1995). Students who can communicate fluently in English or a foreign 
language may receive higher grades among international students 
(Poyrazli et al., 2001) and may even experience high self-esteem 
while socialising with a member of their host country (Brislin, 1981). 
In other words, those with good English skills are able to adapt more 
easily than others (Hayes & Lin, 1994; Pedersen, 1991; Poyrazli et al., 
2001; Poyrazli et al., 2002; Poyrazli et al., 2004; Yeh & Inose, 2003).

Other factors that bear an impact upon cultural distance include 
different weather, cuisine, social relationships, educational style, 
language and religion (Babiker et al., 1980). For instance, Russell et al. 
(2010) conducted a study of 900 international students in Australia and 
discovered that 41% of international students face adjustment issues, 
such as stress from homesickness, cultural shocks, and isolation and 

CHALLENGES FACED BY TURKISH STUDENTS ADJUSTING TO 
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discrimination from locals. In several studies, Turkish international 
students were reported to experience homesickness as well as low 
satisfaction level in their social life (Tansel & Gungor, 2002; Kilinc 
& Granello, 2003). These factors, in turn, are mitigated through time. 
Ward and Kennedy (1999) have shown that sociocultural adjustment is 
related to the length of time that international students spend studying in 
a host country. As a result, according to some researchers, international 
students’ adjustment improves within six months of arriving in a host 
country (Hechanova-Alampay et al., 2002; Ward & Kennedy, 1999).

Theoretical Framework: The Socio-psychology of Sojourner’s 
Adjustment

This study drew upon the framework proposed by Colleen Ward, 
Stephen Bochner and Adrian Furnham (2001), which makes up 
the social psychology of culture shock. Sociologists, such as David 
Horowitz (1975), have theorised that social interaction between distinct 
groups will result in a psychological reaction that demands changes 
upon the way a group identity is perceived. Depending on the finalised 
perception of identity, the said distinct groups would then either form 
affiliation with each other or engage in conflict. This is what Ward, 
Bochner and Furnham (2001) reiterated in their statement: “When 
culturally disparate groups come into contact with each other, they 
tend to have an impact on each other’s social structures, institutional 
arrangements, political processes, and value systems” (p. 27).

Ward et al. (2001) further characterised such intercultural contacts 
as partaking in the phenomenon of acculturation, which is the changes 
that occur as differing sociocultural groups make consistent interaction 
with one another. This change is sociocultural in nature, perceived to 
be unfamiliar to either group and, thus, is aptly described as a shock-
inducing life event. At the individual level, therefore, this phenomenon 
betrays both the psychological and sociocultural domains. Hence, this 
study on international students’ adjustments in the university recognises 
the distinction in their adjustment experiences by emphasising both the 
affective and the sociocultural aspects.

They also made an imperative conceptualisation of the student 
as belonging to the sojourner’s group. Sojourner refers to a group 

TOGAN NEZIHAT SENA AND IYAD MUHAMMED EID
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constituting an intercultural contact, predicated by the temporariness 
of their residency in a foreign area. Their presence in the said area 
is necessitated by their assignment and, as such, there is always the 
expectation to return to the place of origin once the necessitating task 
is completed. International students in a foreign country are classified 
as long-term sojourner whose purpose is to study. In this study, the 
international students from Turkey studying in Malaysia constitute the 
sojourner group of interest.

The Diagram of Adjustments

The purpose of the influence diagram is to graphically represent the 
difficulties that international students face when adjusting to their new 
environment. As a result, Figure 1 was created in accordance with 
previous research and theories on psychological, sociocultural and 
academic changes.

Figure 1: Diagram of adjustments faced by international students

Methodology

This study employed qualitative in-depth interviews, which were 
conducted on seven Turkish respondents. The focus of this study is 
primarily on current and prospective Turkish students at IIUM. There 
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are currently about 60 Turkish students at IIUM, and seven were 
chosen as interviewees. Four of the seven participants in this study 
were female, while three were male. This study employed in-depth 
interviews as the data collection tool, which is the most appropriate 
qualitative research method to utilise when the sample size is limited and 
small. Moreover, the qualitative approach method is best suited for this 
study because it focuses on discovering the participants’ experiences, 
thoughts and behaviours; as Merriam (1998) stated, “Qualitative 
analysis accepts”. However, there is a distinct sense of interaction. 
Therefore, it is a subjective concept that requires interpretation rather 
than measurement. Perception is based on beliefs rather than evidence. 
As a result, the research instructor did not place her/his ideas or control 
the participants.

Another significant issue is the design of the interview. Since this 
study focuses on Turkish students’ experiences and adjustments at IIUM, 
it is critical that they express themselves freely during the interview. To 
conclude, qualitative researchers are more concerned with the process, 
findings and interview results. As such, in-depth interviews are the 
most important method of data collection for qualitative research. 

Results and Findings

Psychological adjustment:

This section focuses on identifying the difficulties that Turkish students 
at IIUM face with their mental health, based on their responses and 
perspectives. The majority of participants stated that the adaptation 
process had a negative impact on their mental health. Aside from 
that, they frequently mentioned feeling homesick because they were 
separated from their families and face problems with the Visa Unit at 
IIUM.

Fatma stated that having little or no interaction with locals makes 
her sad since she feels so isolated:

I was saddened by Malaysians’ attitudes toward foreigners. 
It makes me sad and makes me feel bad. I mean, I have been 
rejected by locals when I have tried to communicate with 
them. I felt alone and unwelcomed. It made me very sad and 
made me miss home even more.

TOGAN NEZIHAT SENA AND IYAD MUHAMMED EID
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Moreover, Fatma stated that dealing with offices at IIUM causes 
stress.

I have been a long-time IIUM student. Even so, I am nervous 
and stressed whenever I am in an office setting. My visa 
must be renewed once a year. That is why I am collecting 
documents from various offices at IIUM. I was already much 
stressed before I started the process of renewing my visa. 
Even so, I am unable to handle the pressure.

Similarly, Mehmet only studied at IIUM for one semester, but he 
experienced anxiety and loneliness as a result of the following issues:

I only stayed for a short time, and during that time, I was 
mostly anxious. There are a number of other reasons as well. 
I experienced anxiety primarily when dealing with office 
tasks. I had to stay outside because the office was closed, as 
I mentioned in my previous response. As a result, I was very 
concerned because I had no idea where I would be able to 
stay. That night, I experienced a variety of negative emotions, 
including loneliness, sadness, stress, and depression. 
Moreover, because of this problem, I began to miss my family 
and feel homesick on my first night in Malaysia.

Although Ayla did not experience a high level of stress or anxiety 
as long as she did not visit the Visa Unit, she did express homesickness:

I did not experience any anxiety or stress, but I do experience 
fear and stress when dealing with the Visa Unit or IIUM 
offices. Naturally, I become homesick when I miss my family.

Sociocultural Adjustment 

This section/subsection focuses on identifying the sociocultural 
adjustment experiences of Turkish students, based on their responses 
and perspectives. Due to living in a vastly different sociocultural 
environment and being far away from home, Turkish students found it 
difficult to adjust to Malaysia. In addition, sociocultural adjustment is 
influenced by the host country’s cuisine, culture and weather. 

CHALLENGES FACED BY TURKISH STUDENTS ADJUSTING TO 
MULTICULTURAL ENVIRONMENT IN THE IIUM
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Language. IIUM offers English classes to its enrolled students. 
Turkish people, on the other hand, speak Turkish and have a low 
English proficiency (Oktay, 2015). Therefore, it is expected that Turkish 
students at IIUM will experience language and academic difficulties 
as a result of studying in English rather than in their mother tongue. 
Due to the lack of English education in Turkey and the importance 
of English in their IIUM academic performance, the majority of the 
participants share the same perspective on language adjustment. As a 
result, they honed their language skills and enrolled in English classes 
at the IIUM Center for Languages and Pre-University Development 
(CELPAD).

Fatma stated that she initially did not speak English well. So, after 
enrolling at IIUM, she began studying English at CELPAD. Soon after, 
she was able to improve her English skills. However, despite having 
passed the English exam before beginning her programme at the 
department, she encountered language difficulties during her studies:

Academic achievement is linked to one’s command of the 
English language. My English level was insufficient for 
academic life during my first year in the department. I had 
no idea how to write or read academic articles that were 
intellectually stimulating. As I only learned to write essays 
in CELPAD, an essay differs from academic papers. In 
addition, I did not have a strong English background in high 
school.  Hence, my first and second years at university were 
challenging. My classmates, friends, and group mates were 
assisting me and teaching me how to write academically. I 
can honestly say that by my third year, I had learned how 
to write an article or prepare a slide without the assistance 
of others.  I learned English late in life and had a difficult 
journey. It was difficult to adjust to a new environment when 
you could not communicate with others.

Aside from that, Fatma stated that living and studying in an 
environment that is different from Turkey had some differences. This 
change in her personality is due to her English proficiency:

I believe my self-esteem has plummeted. Since we can speak 
honestly if the majority of the class remains silent, and we 
may receive negative feedback from the lecturer if we talk. 

TOGAN NEZIHAT SENA AND IYAD MUHAMMED EID
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So, on the next level, I maintain my silence. If I am unable 
to freely express and share my ideas, my self-esteem suffers 
because I am afraid of receiving negative feedback or strange 
stares from others and being judged by others.

Similarly, Ayse described a similar experience with Participant 
1 (Fatma). Despite knowing Basic English, she studied at CELPAD. 
However, it was insufficient for her.

 I only knew Basic English; I mean, I only know grammar. 
But I could not communicate in English. For one semester, 
I attended CELPAD. Despite the fact that it was insufficient 
to help me improve my English. However, because of the 
university’s multiracial environment, we, as students, are 
surrounded by students from other countries. Therefore, it 
provides an opportunity to improve our communication 
skills. As a matter of fact, I can confidently assert that my 
speaking English is superior to my academic English. I also 
need to work on my academic English for my thesis. Despite 
being in a multiracial and English environment, I still feel 
as if I am not fully adapting and learning academic English.

Mehmet, an exchange student, was also not fluent in English. In 
Malaysia, he improved his English skills, according to his experience. 
Furthermore, he stated that he encountered difficulties while studying 
due to his limited command of the language:

There is a link between English proficiency and academic 
achievement. You will understand lectures and write better 
assignments if you have a good command of the English 
language. In any case, my first semester at IIUM was 
challenging due to language barriers with English, and 
adapting to different accents was another challenge for 
my academic life there. If I had a higher level of English 
and more experience, I could have easily adapted to a 
new environment in a shorter period of time. However, my 
exchange study period is over until I improve my English.

CHALLENGES FACED BY TURKISH STUDENTS ADJUSTING TO 
MULTICULTURAL ENVIRONMENT IN THE IIUM
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Aside from language adjustment, Mehmet pointed out that due to 
the multicultural environment at IIUM, there are many different English 
accents. Therefore, he was not be able to understand until he adapted:

Rather than office work, trying to understand the accents of 
different people from various countries increased my anxiety 
as I adjusted to a multicultural environment, interacted with 
others, and spoke English. For the first few months, I was 
lonely and homesick because I did not have many friends 
with whom to share my problems.

Tarik is a participant who consistently stated that his English skills 
had worsened while he was in Turkey. At IIUM, he improved his 
English:

 At the time I came to Malaysia, my English was awful. 
Even in the Basic English, I could not communicate. It is 
impossible to get good grades and survive in a multiracial 
environment unless one is fluent in English. I think that my 
life was completely dominated by English while studying in 
Malaysia. As a result, I can say with confidence that I learned 
English in Malaysia.

Although Safiye had a good background in English as a result of 
her high school education, when she started studying at the Faculty, she 
faced language adjustment, particularly in academic English:

 I believe the multicultural environment at IIUM helped 
me improve my English-speaking skills by conversing with 
friends from other countries. However, academic English is 
more complicated than speaking English. I struggled with 
academic English. Assignments and classes were difficult for 
me to complete when I first began studying, since it deviates 
from everyday English. Besides, I needed to learn academic 
terms and comprehend lectures. Another challenge was the 
accent. However, after a semester, I grew accustomed to it.

Food. Food is essential when adjusting to a new environment. 
Malaysian and Turkish cuisines and food cultures are very different. 

TOGAN NEZIHAT SENA AND IYAD MUHAMMED EID
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Therefore, many students explained that adapting to food is difficult for 
them. Fatma, for example, indicated how Turkish students in Malaysia 
were affected by the adaptation of different cuisines:

Malaysian cuisine is distinct from ours. I can say that I was 
always hungry during my first few months in Malaysia because 
I could not eat Malaysian foods. My friends occasionally 
suggest what I could eat on campus. So I gradually adapted 
to Malaysian cuisine. However, I was unable to fully adapt 
due to my inability to consume spicy foods.

Similarly, Ayse reported that adjusting to Malaysia was difficult for 
her for the first few months, and that she stayed hungry for a long time 
and ate fruits that suited her taste:

For me, the main issue was food. Because I did not know 
many people or the environment, I could not eat food for a 
long time and had to rely on fruit to survive. Therefore, I lost 
a lot of weight, which had a negative impact on my health. 
However, as I met new people, my adaptation progress 
became more accessible than before. I still believe that 
if I cannot adapt to Malaysian cuisine, I should leave the 
country. Food is necessary.

Mehmet mentioned another important aspect of cuisine, which is 
halal food. For Muslims, finding halal food is critical. He stated that he 
would not be able to live in Malaysia if he could not find halal food:

As Muslims, we must exercise control over our food. Our 
foods must be halal and free of contaminants. Hence, eating 
halal food is a religious requirement. At IIUM, I discovered 
that all of the foods were halal. When I go out, however, I 
must check the restaurant and their menu to see if it is halal 
or not.

Weather. Living in a country other than one’s motherland can be 
difficult, especially when it comes to adjusting to new weather. Fatma 
mentioned that some Turkish students had health issues as a result of 
the changing weather:

CHALLENGES FACED BY TURKISH STUDENTS ADJUSTING TO 
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The weather is also a challenge for us. Although Turkey has 
four seasons, Malaysia only has one summer, despite the fact 
that some Turkish friends experienced allergic reactions as a 
consequence of the weather.

Similarly, Safiye stated that the following weather differences exist 
between Malaysia and Turkey:

Turkey has four distinct seasons: winter, spring, summer, 
and autumn. Malaysia, on the other hand, has an endless 
summer. Although there is a rainy season, it is still very 
hot. To be honest, adjusting to the weather in Malaysia is 
extremely difficult.

Tarik was also disturbed by the weather in Malaysia:

The weather is crucial. When I first arrived in Malaysia, I 
felt as if I could not take a breath. It was scorching. I cannot 
walk, especially during the day. Malaysia’s never-ending 
summer is hotter than Turkey’s. Still, I could not get used to 
Malaysia’s weather.

Islamic Lifestyle. Mehmet stated that Malaysia’s sociocultural 
environment, primarily living an Islamic lifestyle without difficulty, 
was very helpful for him in adjusting to the different environment:

Of course, the social structure enabled me to successfully 
adapt to IIUM as an exchange student. Malaysian Islamic 
lifestyle, in particular.

Similarly, Ayla expressed that she would have no problems living 
in Malaysia because of its Islamic environment and social lifestyle:

As a Muslim, I am also responsible for maintaining an 
Islamic lifestyle and adhering to the rules of my religion. As 
a result, I discovered that I would be at ease and healthy as 
a Muslim woman in Malaysia. Malaysia’s social life, in my 
opinion, is more suitable for a woman than that of any Arab 
country. Furthermore, I believe Asia’s culture is similar to 
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ours. In a nutshell, I explored Malaysia’s social scene and 
discovered that it is suitable for me.

Discussion and Conclusion

Psychological Adjustment

Many international students experience mental health issues as a result 
of living in different countries and facing university issues. Besides 
that, coming from different cultures may increase their psychological 
adjustment (Poyrazli et al., 2002). For example, Mehmet and Ayla from 
this study stated that they are nervous and stressed when dealing with 
IIUM offices due to previous experiences.

International students may also feel isolated and lonely as a result 
of studying in a multicultural environment (Rice et al., 2009). Fatma 
stated that she was saddened by the attitude of local students. Mehmet 
had a similar experience with other students in his first few months. As 
a consequence, he felt lonely trying to survive in a new environment 
without any friends. Aside from friendship, he found it difficult to 
understand other students due to their English accents.

Furthermore, studying abroad has a negative impact on students’ 
personal development. As Fatma perceived, she was afraid to speak 
for fear of being judged and receiving negative feedback from 
her classmates. Moreover, most participants stated that going to 
the university’s offices makes them anxious and stressed due to 
homesickness. Therefore, Turkish students’ psychological wellbeing 
was primarily influenced by their studies abroad.

Sociocultural Adjustments

International students face difficulties when living in a host country 
with a different environment and culture. According to Bentley (2008), 
they must make significant adjustments in their new social life, culture, 
weather and language. Culture influences sociocultural adjustment. 
Therefore, the current study has discovered that while studying at IIUM, 
Turkish students must adjust to the new sociocultural environment.

According to Searle and Ward’s (1990) Sociocultural Adaptation 
Scale (SCAS), food culture is a sociocultural adjustment for international 
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students. Many participants of the current study stated that they were 
unable to adjust to local food during their first few months. Even Ayse 
admitted to eating only fruits for a long time. Despite the fact that 
Fatma became adapted to Malaysian cuisine after living there for a 
long time, she was unable to eat certain foods.

Another sociocultural adjustment for Turkish students is the 
weather in Malaysia. Babiker et al. (1980) stated that living in a different 
climate is another adjustment for international students. Hence, Fatma 
stated that some Turkish students left IIUM because they were unable 
to adjust to the new environment.

Although international students must adjust to a new sociocultural 
environment, interacting with locals and others may assist them in 
doing so more quickly. Trice (2004) found that when international 
students spend time with other students in USA, they are able to 
overcome cultural barriers. Participants in this study also stated that 
their friendships with locals and other experienced international 
students helped them to adjust to a multicultural environment.

The progress of international students’ adaptation and adjustment to 
their new environment has an impact on their English proficiency level 
(Poyrazli et al., 2001; Swami et al., 2009). Academic achievement is 
also linked to English proficiency level. As a matter of fact, international 
students whose first language is not English face greater academic 
challenges than others. According to Malaklolunthu and Selan (2011), 
one of the most common challenges faced by international students is 
English adjustment. Turkey is a country where English is not widely 
spoken. Despite the fact that students in Turkey take English classes 
from fourth grade until the end of high school, they lack the English 
proficiency required for academic studies in higher education. It is 
significant to note that even though there are universities in Turkey 
where English is the medium of instruction, they are few in number. 

All the participants of this study enrolled in CELPAD to learn 
or improve their English. Fatma and Ali stated unequivocally that 
they did not speak English. Other participants had some English 
background, but it was insufficient to speak academic English, despite 
having learned how to write an essay in CELPAD. Fatma, for example, 
discovered that she could not write her assignment by herself until 
her third year at the department. According to Ayse and Yusuf, they 
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felt inadequate when writing their theses in academic English. In 
addition, other participants stated that it took them several months to 
understand academic vocabulary and lecturers’ instructions. Similarly, 
another study discovered that first-year international students at one of 
Australia’s universities struggled to understand classes (Ramsay et al., 
1999).

Conclusion

When deciding to study abroad or in a multicultural environment, 
international students face significant challenges. Previous research 
have found that international students face psychological, sociocultural 
and academic adjustment challenges while adjusting to their host 
country, according to a review of the literature. Therefore, the focus of 
this paper was on the challenges faced by Turkish students in IIUM’s 
multicultural environment.

The research team conducted qualitative in-depth interviews with 
seven Turkish students. To protect their identities, the researcher gave 
each participant a different surname. The findings showed Turkish 
students face a variety of challenges, including psychological, 
sociological and linguistic adjustments. Furthermore, it was discovered 
that language adjustment, particularly with regard to proficiency 
in academic English, has a significant impact on Turkish students’ 
academic achievements. Homesickness, loneliness and local isolation 
all have an impact on the psychological adjustment of Turkish 
students. They face similar sociocultural challenges, such as adjusting 
to a new environment, cuisine and weather. These obstacles hamper 
their self-improvement. It is hoped that these findings will aid us in 
better understanding the challenges that Turkish students face in the 
multicultural environment of IIUM.
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