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Abstract 
Th is research aims to identify and rank the problems which international stu-
dents face during study in Belarus. Th e main method was descriptive research 
conceptualized within sojourner theory. Preliminary interviews followed by 
a survey (N=300) revealed that the sojourners’ problems were in the following 
order, from major to minor: (a) psychological and health-related challenges, 
primarily, homesickness and health disorders; (b) academic challenges, such 
as the new educational system and taking exams; (c) sociocultural challenges, 
especially communication with native speakers; (d) general living challenges. 
To prevent and solve these problems, the study provides experimentally based 
recommendations how to foster a supporting learning environment.

Key words: study abroad, sojourners, international students’ challenges, support-
ing learning environment. 

Introduction

International students are an increasingly important source of diversity in 
colleges and universities worldwide (Sonari, 1994). Th ey contribute to interna-
tionalization of higher education institutions and enhance students’ and faculties’ 
awareness and appreciation of other nations and cultures. Th is has resulted in the 
fact that currently the number of international students is constantly rising in 
most countries, including Belarus (Education in the Republic of Belarus, 2016).
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Meanwhile, studying abroad is challenging and problematic for international 
students who oft en face a host of issues and concerns such as psychological and 
somatic disorders, academic and language diffi  culties which are exacerbated by 
social and cultural diff erences between their native countries and the culture of the 
new country (Gebhard, 2012). Experiencing study abroad is considered an impor-
tant psychological process due to its eff ects on the performance and functioning 
of international newcomers. Regarding sojourners’ physical and emotional states, 
research documented a number of particular problems: isolation and loneliness, 
homesickness and emotional exhaustion, anxiety, recurrent headaches and insom-
nia (Abe, Talbot, & Geelhoed, 1998; Sonari, 1994; Yan & Sendall, 2016). 

In most studies issues related to overseas students’ new language profi ciency 
were reported to be their most concerning problem (Alsahafi  & Shin, 2017). At 
the same time, a number of fi ndings argued that the problem was wider and the 
whole educational system caused diffi  culties during study abroad (Carroll & Ryan, 
2005). Particularly, Sonari’s research (1994) reported the following educational 
encounters: compulsory class attendance, examinations, choosing courses, using 
the library, grading system, etc. 

Unfamiliar social and cultural environments also aff ect both the state of the 
overseas students and their learning outcomes, and previous research substantiated 
a number of sociocultural diffi  culties complicating study abroad: communication 
with locals, understanding slang, visiting social events, diff erences in communication 
patterns, etc. (Ward & Kennedy, 1999). Sociocultural barriers exacerbate sojourners’ 
general living problems, such as shopping, cooking, etc., because most of the students 
were not experienced in living alone in their home countries. (Sam, 2001). 

Research Focus
Despite a  signifi cant number of studies, researchers still have not reached 

a stable consensus on “the magnitude of adjustment challenges” and this problem 
“needs further exploration” (Wenhua & Zhe, 2013, p. 405). Th us, two main reasons 
have grounded the current research. First, the majority of studies on the problems 
of international students have been completed in English-speaking countries that 
host the most international newcomers. Second, we have not found profound 
works on challenges aff ecting foreigners’ study in Belarus and so the current study 
aimed to fi ll in this gap. 

Problems of the Research
1. To identify challenges that complicated the education of international 

students in Belarus.
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2. To rank and analyze the problems of greatest concern.
3. To provide recommendations for university staff  and administrators on how 

to better assist overseas students in coping with their problems.

Methodology of the Research

General Background and Theoretical Framework of the Research
Belarus is an ex-Soviet country and all educational programs are run here in 

Russian, which makes problems for those enrolees who cannot speak it. Th is also 
leads to the fact that more than half of international students in Belarus are origi-
nally from countries where Russian is spoken as a fi rst or second language: Russia, 
Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, etc. For those international students who cannot speak 
Russian, every college or university provides courses in the Russian language. In 
our study, language course students were chosen as the target population since the 
previous research has convincingly shown that foreigners who know the language 
of the host country do not experience signifi cant adjustment problems (Yan & 
Sendall, 2016). 

Th e study draws on the theories of academic sojourners’ adjustment and accul-
turation (Church, 1982; Siu, 1952). Th is theory focuses on interaction between 
distinct cultures which oft en results in numerous psychological, social, cultural, 
and other challenges for immigrants. In our case, this theory helped consider how 
academic sojourners would perceive their transitional journey to Belarus.

Instrument and Procedures
Inspired by the Sociocultural Adaptation Scale that was created by Ward and 

his colleagues for newcomer students (Ward & Kennedy, 1999), we developed the 
International Student Problem Scale (ISPS) to rank the problems of international 
students in Belarus (cf. detailed research presented in Marinenko, 2015). As 
recommended (Harlacher, 2016), in the fi rst phase of our study, we conducted 
preliminary interviews by asking 20 undergraduate students from the Belaru-
sian-Russian University in Mogilev to identify problems that complicated their 
study. Th e interviewees mentioned a number of diffi  culties that generally could 
be divided into four categories: (a) psychological and health-related challenges, 
(b) social and cultural challenges, (c) educational challenges, (d) general living 
challenges. 

Th e identifi ed issues were included in the questionnaire (ISPS), that had two 
parts. Th e fi rst part asked the international students to rate how concerned they 
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were about the stated challenges using a six-point scale (1 = not at all concerned 
/ 2 = slightly concerned / 3=somewhat concerned / 4 = moderately concerned / 5 
= greatly concerned / 6=extremely concerned). Th e second part of ISPS requested 
the respondents to provide information on their age, gender and ethnicity. 

In the second phase of our study we used expert assessment to estimate the 
developed ISPS. Since “the easier the questionnaire, the more useful and accurate 
the results will be” (Harlacher, 2016, p. 4), the fi nal version of ISPS included chal-
lenges which received the highest validity indices, i.e. most experts considered 
these challenges relevant or very relevant for academic sojourners. 

Before conducting the main survey, the developed ISPS was pilot-tested on 
a small sample of newcomer students of Belarusian-Russian University (N=40) to 
check its validity and reliability. Th e range of reliability statistics indicated a rel-
atively high level of internal consistency: the overall Cronbach’s alpha coeffi  cient 
was .756 for 17 problems.

Data Collection and Analysis
Th e study was conducted in seven universities across Belarus and involved 300 

Russian language course students who had lived in Belarus up to four months at 
the time of research. Such sample size gave us 95% confi dence that the sampling 
error would be within 5% (Cumming & Calin-Jageman, 2017). Participation 
in the survey was voluntary and the respondents generally corresponded to all 
Belarusian sojourners in their main characteristics (see table 1). 

Table 1. Description of Respondents’ Background

Characteristics Respondents, %
Age 18–23 88

Over 23 12
Gender Male 86

Female 14
Ethnicity Turkmen 68

Chinese 23
Arabic 8

Th e data analysis included descriptive statistics: percentage, measures of central 
tendency (mean) and variability (standard deviation). Mean (M) was used to 
determine the level of diffi  culty that international students experienced with each 
challenge from ISPS. Th e maximum possible M for each issue was 6 (1–2.6 indi-
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cated a low level of diffi  culty, 2.7–4.3 indicated a moderate level, 4.4–6.0 indicated 
a high level). Standard deviation (SD) enabled us to determine the variability in 
the data.

Results of the Research 

According to the data obtained, all challenges experienced by Belarusian 
sojourners were in the moderate or low levels, which in general meant that in 
spite of facing a signifi cant number of problems, these students were quite positive 
about their studies in Belarus and did not intend to overestimate their problems 
(see table 2). 

Table 2. Rating of Challenges by International Students in Belarus

Challenge
Respondents who rated,%

M SD
6 5 4 3 2 1

Homesickness 15.7 26.3 17.0 5.0 16.7 19.3 3.61 1.79
Health disorders 11.7 15.3 27.0 10.7 12.0 23.3 3.34 1.69
Lack of understanding of 
the Belarusian educational 
system

18.3 11.3 14.0 10.0 25.7 20.7 3.25 1.81

Interaction with native 
speakers

15.0 14.7 18.7 10.6 13.7 27.3 3.25 1.81

Loneliness and social 
isolation

5.0 16.0 20.0 13.7 18.0 27.3 2.94 1.6

Foreign customs, traditions 
and rules

15.0 6.7 11.0 14.0 21.7 31.7 2.84 1.78

Climate in Belarus 9.3 6.7 18.3 13.0 20.3 32.3 2.75 1.65
Th e ban on part-time work 10.3 8.3 20.7 7.0 10.7 43.0 2.72 1.79
Unfamiliar food, dietary 
restrictions

6.3 8.3 15.0 16.7 20.7 33.0 2.64 1.57

Depression 7.3 7.7 13.0 18.3 11.7 42.0 2.55 1.64
Taking exams 15.0 5.3 9.7 9.0 5.0 56.0 2.48 1.92
Lack of eff ective learning 
skills

3.3 12.7 13.3 10.1 17.3 43.3 2.45 1.59

Language profi ciency insuf-
fi cient for education

5.0 6.0 11.0 13.3 25.7 39.0 2.34 1.48

Financial problems 1.7 9.6 17.0 7.0 12.7 52.0 2.25 1.53
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Challenge
Respondents who rated,%

M SD
6 5 4 3 2 1

Language profi ciency insuf-
fi cient for everyday life

4.7 5.0 12.7 12.0 17.3 48.3 2.23 1.5

Discrimination issues 1.7 5.0 10.7 12.3 9.7 60.7 1.95 1.37
Handling household chores 5.3 7.3 6.7 3.0 12.7 65.0 1.95 1.57

Psychological and Health-Related Challenges
Among all problems homesickness topped the list (M=3.61): 42% of the sur-

veyed population was greatly, or extremely concerned about this issue. Th e SD for 
homesickness showed a wide range of responses(from 1.82 to 5.4), which meant 
that the opinions of respondents varied regarding life in the new country without 
those close to them. Another issue of high concern was health disorders (M=3.34). 
Only one out of four international students (23.3%) did not worry about their 
physical state during study in Belarus. Th ese fi ndings were confi rmed by our 
preliminary interviews when the participants complained about frequent colds, 
numerous aches and pains. 

Loneliness and social isolation ranked third in the category and fi ft h out of all 
the 17 problems (M=2.94): 21% of sojourners assessed it as a great or extreme 
challenge. Besides, SD for this issue was the lowest in this group, which indicated 
that the participants’ opinions tended to be similar and they were sad without 
those close to them. Th e psychological issue rated least important was depression 
(M=2.55), as 42% of respondents answered “not at all concerned”, which meant 
that although foreigners prioritized psychological and health-related problems, 
they did not consider them as a cause of deep emotional disturbance.

Educational Challenges
In the participants’ view, the most challenging educational issue was the lack 

of understanding of the Belarusian educational system (M=3.25). Almost 30% 
of the respondents agreed that they were greatly or extremely concerned about 
coping with it. Taking exams was the second signifi cant challenge in the category 
(M=2.48): every fi ft h respondent rated this factor as a great or extreme problem. 
At the same time, more than half of the surveyed population did not worry about 
their exams, which resulted in the highest standard deviation in this set (SD=1.92). 

Th e next educational challenge was lack of eff ective learning skills (M=2.45): for 
16% of respondents this factor caused extreme or great problems. Finally, the edu-
cational issue of least concern was language profi ciency insuffi  cient for education 
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(M=2.34), which caused a signifi cant problem for only every tenth respondent. 
Th is can be explained as follows: all language course teachers use English to 
instruct beginners and the sojourners may not have considered that their Russian 
competence was insuffi  cient for their studies. 

Sociocultural Challenges
Among the barriers in dealing with an unfamiliar culture and a new society the 

sojourners were mostly challenged by interaction with native speakers (M=3.25): 
every third respondent (29.7%) found this issue greatly or extremely problematic. 
Th e next issue in this category, foreign customs, traditions and rules (M=2.84) 
united numerous specifi c problems that sojourners reported during the prelim-
inary interviews: unclear rules of addressing and greeting in Russian, national 
prejudices, limitations in how to spend leisure time, sharing rooms, etc.

Language profi ciency insuffi  cient for everyday life ranked third among socio-
cultural challenges (M=2.23). Th e standard deviation of this issue was quite low 
(SD=1.5) which indicated that sojourners’ opinions were generally close. Almost 
every second student very strongly disagreed that their language competence was 
not suffi  cient for daily communication. Finally, the sociocultural factor of least 
concern was discrimination issues: 60.7% of respondents never encountered such 
a hurdle during their study in Belarus. 

General Living Challenges
Th e category of general living challenges combined the largest number (fi ve) of 

all sojourners’ problems, but despite this, it ranked last (the mean of this category 
was 2.46). Th e most challenging issue in this group was the climate in Belarus 
(M=2.75; SD=1.65). Th e ban on part-time work caused a problem only for Belaru-
sian sojourners, since the law forbade study-visa holders to look for employment 
and this issue ranked second in the category (M=2.72). Unfamiliar food, dietary 
restrictions ranked second (M=2.64; SD=1.57), which confi rmed the results of 
preliminary interviews, where students complained about the lack and high cost of 
some products in Belarus. Financial problems (M=2.25) also disturbed the interna-
tional students, but its standard deviation was the lowest(SD=1.53), which meant 
that many respondents had to cope with it. Finally, handling household chores had 
the lowest rating among general living problems (M=1.95; SD=1.57).
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Discussion

Th e fi ndings revealed that international students in Belarus mostly suff ered 
from psychological and health-related challenges. In the framework of theories of 
academic sojourners’ adjustment and acculturation, these results emphasize that 
overseas students perceive their sojourn as a pattern of stress, isolation and lone-
liness and that they are oft en positioned as outsiders and marginalized (Spurling, 
2006). Th e signifi cance of the sojourners’ stable psychological and physiological 
states during their study abroad was confi rmed by other works (Borg & Cefai, 
2014). By contrast , our fi ndings are inconsistent with some research which prior-
itized challenges of other sojourners (Sonari, 1994; Sam, 2001). 

Of all the challenge areas considered in our study, homesickness was found to be 
the issue of most concern, as students in the study had spent a very short period 
in Belarus and may not have managed to adjust to their new way of living. Th e 
relevance of this problem for academic sojourners was also confi rmed by other 
fi ndings (e.g., Gebhard, 2012). Th e second issue of most concern for Belarusian 
sojourners was health disorders, and previous research documented numerous 
ailments during study abroad (Borg & Cefai, 2014). Besides, overseas students 
in Belarus had to cope with other psychological problems like loneliness, social 
isolation and depression.

In our research, educational challenges ranked second, which concur with some 
other works where sojourners prioritized this type of diffi  culty (e.g., Alsahafi  & 
Shin, 2017). At the same time, these studies were conducted in English-speaking 
countries and Belarusian sojourners may not have taken their education seriously, 
namely, second language learning. Th e most problematic educational issue was 
lack of understanding of the Belarusian educational system, and international 
students in other countries had to cope with unclear college regulations, grading, 
etc. (Sonari, 1994). Belarusian sojourners also experienced diffi  culties with taking 
exams and lack of eff ective learning skills: independent work, using supportive and 
library facilities, etc. Language profi ciency insuffi  cient for education was, surpris-
ingly, the educational factor of least concern for the sojourners. 

Th e fi ndings indicated that respondents experienced some aspects of cultural 
stress and social isolation, since they ranked sociocultural problems third. In this 
category sojourners mostly suff ered from diffi  culty in interaction and communi-
cation with native speakers and foreign customs, traditions and rules. Th ese results 
are in line with the fi ndings of Carroll & Ryan (2005) that entering a diff erent 
culture leads to numerous problems in cooperative activities. Language profi ciency 
insuffi  cient for everyday life moderately disturbed the sojourners, since in most 
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cases international students have little contact with local people and prefer to 
interact and communicate with their co-nationals outside the university (Kilinc 
& Granello, 2003). Th e least problematic factor in the sociocultural category was 
discrimination issues, because Belarus still does not have a signifi cant number of 
immigrants and locals are usually tolerant of them.

With regard to general living challenges, they ranked last in our study, which 
was supported by previous research (Sam, 2001). Th e problem of most concern 
in this category was the climate in Belarus, which can be easily explained by the 
location of the country. Th e next issue, the ban on part-time work, became a prob-
lem only for Belarusian sojourners, since in most countries international students 
are allowed to work in their free time. Unfamiliar food and dietary restrictions, 
fi nancial problems, and handling household chores got the lowest ratings among 
general living challenges, as these can be considered personal and subjective issues.

Implications

Th e fi ndings of this study are of practical importance as they highlight the 
importance of assistance for newcomer students and encourage educational insti-
tutions and their staff  to facilitate their adjustment. In order to help sojourners 
avoid having problems and to help manage them, a supporting learning environ-
ment should be developed at every university or college (Carroll & Ryan, 2005; 
Marinenko, 2015).

Th us, university or college administrators should pass initiatives to help interna-
tional students by modernizing premises, facilities and equipment, improving their 
curricula and developing targeted study programs. Particularly, a special adjustment 
course may be developed for newcomer students (Yan & Sendall, 2016). Regarding 
the outcomes of our study, this adjustment course should enhance sojourners’ 
awareness by introducing them to various aspects of adaptation, activities to 
improve their physical and psychological state, treatment of common ailments, etc. 

Since the study showed that international students were most concerned 
about their psychological and health-related problems, an additional position 
for a mentor teacher accompanying each group of newcomer students should be 
introduced (Yeh & Inose, 2003). Th is specialist would be responsible for regular 
face-to-face and group meetings, monitoring sojourners’ physical and emotional 
state, and running special workshops and seminars to address the challenges and 
experiences of study abroad. 
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International and local students should also be involved in supportive activities 
for newcomers. So-called “peer programs” that pair newcomers with compatriots, 
or local students with English profi ciency, for close communication and interac-
tion have been proved to be an effi  cient supporting activity (Abe et al., 1998). 

For the purpose of this research, an experiment was conducted to confi rm the 
importance of support and assistance for sojourners. During the experiment, 
a number of procedures supporting international newcomers were developed and 
implemented in two Belarusian universities. As a result, the comparison analysis 
of students from control and experimental groups enabled us to experimentally 
demonstrate that supporting procedures help international students successfully 
overcome diffi  culties during their study abroad (Marinenko, 2015).

Conclusions

Belarusian sojourners faced a number of problems during their study. Th ey 
were primarily concerned about psychological and health-related  challenges: 
homesickness, health disorders, loneliness and social isolation. Despite the fact 
that the main activity of international students is education, the surveyed popu-
lation ranked educational challenges second, and the main dilemmas in this cate-
gory were lack of understanding of the Belarusian educational system and taking 
exams. Sociocultural problems, including communication with native speakers, 
understanding the foreign culture and others ranked third in the study. Finally, 
general living challenges such as the climate, the ban on part-time work, dietary 
restrictions, etc., were the least problematic category for the student newcomers. 

Th e problems experienced by international students should encourage institu-
tions of higher education to shape a supportive learning environment for them 
and motivate administrators, faculty, counsellors, international volunteers and 
local students to become more aware of investigating sojourners’ needs and to 
provide facilitation and assistance. 
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