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Abstract 

 

This study examined acculturative stress in a sample of English language 

learners. It was hypothesised that acculturative stress would significantly 

predict psychological well-being, that acculturative stress would differ 

significantly across demographic variables, and that social support would act as 

a buffer. This study adopted a cross sectional and correlational design. Data was 

collected through a survey featuring demographic questions, the Acculturative 

Stress Scale for International Students, the Index of Sojourner Social Support 

and the Psychological General Well-Being Index. Analysis indicated that 

acculturative stress was predictive of psychological wellbeing. Acculturative 

stress was significantly higher in learners from South American countries, it 

increased significantly with longer residency, and was significantly higher in 

learners in their mid-20s to early 30s. It was also found that perceived social 

support acted as a moderate buffer. The results highlight groups of learners at 

risk of psychological distress and has implications for learner support services.  
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Introduction 

 

The purpose of this study is to examine acculturative stress in English language learners 

studying in Ireland. Little to no research has investigated acculturative stress using this sample. 

Although much research has been dedicated to the examination of this variable with regard 

international students in higher education, English language learners remain largely untested. 

This paper shall define English language learners as distinct from international students. 

Furthermore, it shall examine previous research concerning international students and discuss 

the implications for English language learners; in particular, the relationship between 

acculturative stress and mental well-being, those factors that may mitigate or exacerbate 

acculturative stress, and finally the relationship between acculturative stress and social support. 

The current direction of the present study shall also be outlined, as well as possible 

implications. 

 

English Language Learners 

English language learners are defined as those whose mother-tongue is not English, but 

who are actively working to improve their English language skills (Bojko-Jeewek, 2017). In 

2014 the British Council stated that there were over one billion English language learners 

worldwide (International House London, 2014). In Ireland, there has been a significant rise in 

recent years in the number of English language learners who have travelled to study English; 

2016 saw over 119,000 English language learners registered to study English in private 

language schools across Ireland, an 11% increase from 2015 (Mei.ie, 2017). Despite these high 

figures, little research has been carried out on English language learners, particularly in terms 

of their psychological well-being. 
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   Much of the research surrounding English language learners concerns their language 

acquisition (for example, Kim & Cha, 2017; Seraoui, 2016; Al-Qahtani, 2013). Other research 

has focused on learner motivation (Al-Qahtani, 2013; Lambert, 2008; Rubenfeld, Sinclair, & 

Clément, 2007), particularly on why individuals have chosen to travel and study English 

(Lambert, 2008). However, the focus is generally more on learners’ successful acquisition of 

the host language, rather than on mental well-being. As a result, much of the research in this 

paper concerns international students and is then applied to the English language learning 

context. 

 Many parallels may be drawn between English language learners and international 

students, however there are also some crucial differences. As such, conclusions drawn from 

research on international students may not always be generalisable to English language 

learners. International students are students who have travelled to another country to study a 

course of their choice at third level, alongside native speakers. Not only are their academic and 

social situations quite different to English language learners, so too are their motivations for 

travel and study.  

 

Mental Well-Being  

 A large amount of research; has been carried out examining the psychological well-

being of international students (for example, Prieto-Welch, 2016; Forbes-Mewett, Sawyer, 

2016; Rosenthal, Russell & Thomson, 2008; Mori, 2000). It has been found that international 

students are at greater risk of psychological problems, such as depression, stress, and anxiety, 

than their native counterparts (Prieto-Welch, 2016; Forbes-Mewett, Sawyer, 2016; Rosenthal, 

Russell & Thomson, 2008; Mori, 2000). It is maintained that one of the major causes of 

psychological distress in international students is related to acculturation, and acculturative 

stress (Prieto-Welch, 2016; Mori, 2000). This paper will define acculturation and acculturative 
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stress and outline some of the research surrounding it. These are concepts formally untested in 

English language learners, thus, this study will examine the relationship between acculturative 

stress and mental well-being in a sample of English language learners, as well as examine some 

of the factors that might explain this relationship.  

 

Acculturation and Acculturative Stress  

Acculturation is the process wherein an individual, having developed in one cultural 

context, migrates and attempts to adapt within a new context (Berry, 1997). This process may 

affect the individual’s mental health, social functioning and economical status (Berry 1997; 

Ward & Geeraert, 2016). It is important to make a distinction between acculturation and 

assimilation. The latter implies that an individual is absorbed by the host culture, discarding 

their own heritage and cultural norms (Ward & Geeraert, 2016). However, acculturation is a 

much richer process. Although some cultural norms may be shed, acculturation also involves 

cultural learning (Berry, 2005); the acquisition of new cultural norms, as well as the adaptation 

and sharing of existing beliefs and attitudes (Ward & Geeraert, 2016). However, acculturation 

may also cause conflict, between cultures, and within the individual themselves (Berry, 1997; 

2005; Ward & Geeraert, 2016). 

 Acculturative stress has been defined as a stress reaction arising in response the 

acculturation process (Berry, 2005). For example, an individual may experience difficulties in 

adjusting to a host culture’s behavioural norms (Berry, 1997), or experience resistance from 

members of the host culture regarding norms carried from the home culture (Berry, 1997). This 

resistance may manifest as discrimination or marginalisation (Valenzuela, Palacios, & 

Intindola, 2015). Acculturative stress has been found to be rooted in a range of social, 

academic, economic and personal factors (Mori, 2000), these will be explored at length later in 

this study. 
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 Acculturative stress has been found to have a profoundly negative effect on the well-

being of international students: Acculturative stress has been found to be a significant predictor 

of psychological distress (Lee, Koeske, & Sales, 2004; Prieto-Welch, 2016), particularly levels 

of depression and anxiety (Choi, 1997; Choi & Chung, 2014). Furthermore, acculturative stress 

also has negative physiological symptoms. Valenzuela et al (2015) found that international 

students with high levels of acculturative stress also reported experiencing headaches, 

insomnia, and lack of energy. Mori (2000) connected acculturative stress to impaired 

functioning nervous system and immune system, as well as increased blood pressure, tension, 

heart rate and perspiration.  

Although no research has been found examining the prevalence or effect of 

acculturative stress exclusively among English language learners, their experience of 

acculturative stress may be very similar to that or international students. As previously 

mentioned this paper proposes to examine the impact of acculturative stress on the mental well-

being of English language learners. 

 

Variables Affecting Acculturation and Acculturative Stress 

 As previously mentioned, researchers have sought to identify those variables that seem 

to exacerbate acculturative stress. Although, a small number of these variables have been 

applied to English language learners, the majority have only been tested on samples of 

international students, and none have been examined in an Irish context.  

 

 Acculturative stress and language proficiency 

One of the strongest predictors of acculturative stress is proficiency in the host 

country’s language. Those with higher proficiency, better able to communicate with native 

speakers, have reported significantly lower levels of acculturative stress (Yeh & Inose, 2003; 
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Lee, et al 2004; Akhtar & Kröner-Herwig, 2015). The majority of these studies have focused 

on international students studying alongside native speakers in higher level courses, however 

it is reasonable to assume that English language learners would report similar results.  

It is worth noting that international students have at least achieved a certain level of 

proficiency in order to qualify for their chosen course at university. For instance, in Ireland, 

there are minimum standards to be met in terms of English proficiency (Irish Council for 

International Students, 2017). At the very least students must achieve a 6.0 in the International 

English Language Testing System (IELTS). This grade equates to a B2 on the Common 

European Framework of reference for Languages (IELTS, 2017), at which level a student 

should be able to: 

Understand the main ideas of complex text on both concrete and abstract topics, 

including technical discussions in his/her field of specialisation. Can interact with 

a degree of fluency and spontaneity that makes regular interaction with native 

speakers quite possible without strain for either party. Can produce clear, detailed 

text on a wide range of subjects and explain a viewpoint on a topical issue giving 

the advantages and disadvantages of various options (Council of Europe, 2017). 

 

Although, some English language learners arrive in Ireland already at this level or higher, there 

are also learners well below this level, who have trouble with very basic verbal and written 

communication. Even those at a higher level, may not be accustomed to using English on a 

day-to-day basis with native speakers.  

 Currently there has been no research examining the role of language proficiency in 

acculturative stress in English language learners. This study proposes to examine the 

relationship between these variables.  

 

Acculturative stress and country of origin 

It has been noted that to reduce conflict in the acculturation process, it is vital to have 

a thorough understanding of both the host culture and the home culture (Ward & Geeraert, 
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2016). Research has found that conflict, and subsequently acculturative stress, can either be 

mitigated of exacerbated depending on the country of origin of the individual, this is due to 

cultural distance (Ward & Geeraert, 2016). This phenomenon describes how different or 

similar two cultures are depending on food, climate, beliefs, values, and customs (Akhtar & 

Kröner-Herwig, 2015). It is maintained that if two cultures are similar in nature, then levels of 

acculturative stress will be lower, whereas if the cultures are dissimilar, integration into the 

host culture will be more difficult and levels of acculturative stress higher (Ward & Geeraert, 

2016). Studies have supported these claims; for instance, students from various countries in 

Europe reported lower levels of acculturative stress while studying abroad in Germany (Akhtar 

& Kröner-Herwig, 2015) and America (Yeh & Inose, 2003; Poyrazil, Kavanaugh, Baker, & 

Al-Timimi, 2004). Whereas, the same studies found that students from either South America 

or Asia reported higher levels of acculturative stress. This difference has been attributed to 

cultural distance.  

This is of vital importance to English language learners: In 2016 the majority of the 

English language learners who travelled to Ireland were from Europe, however, a significant 

percentage were from Asia, and South America (Mei.ie, 2017). It may be assumed, based on 

previous research, that learners from outside Europe may demonstrate higher levels of 

acculturative stress while studying in Ireland, than those from European countries, due to larger 

cultural differences. Consequently, this will be explored further in the current study among a 

sample of English language learners. 

 

Acculturative stress and length of residence in the host country. 

 Some research (for example, Akhtar &Kröner-Herwig, 2015; Yang et al., 2006; 

Campbell & Xu, 2004; O’Reilly, Ryan & Hickey, 2010) has examined whether length of time 

in the host country is related to levels of acculturative stress, however, the results have been 
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inconsistent. Akhtar and Kröner-Herwig (2015) found that international students living longer 

in the host country had higher levels of acculturative stress. Whereas Yang et al (2006) have 

suggested that those with a longer residency perceive themselves as more independent and 

demonstrate higher self-confidence levels. Campbell and Xu (2004) found that initially, some 

international students went through a “honeymoon period” when they first arrived in the host 

country, wherein they were excited and curious about their new surroundings. This was 

followed by a period of high stress and homesickness, and then finally there was recovery, 

when the students had sufficiently acclimatised to the host country. However, it has also been 

noted that some students did not experience the initial ‘honeymoon period’, but experienced 

anxiety, stress, and isolation in the early weeks and months, until finally adjusting to the new 

situation (Campbell and Xu, 2004; Sawir, Marginson, Deumert, Nyland, & Ramia, 2008; 

O’Reilly et al., 2010). 

 In terms of English language learners, length of residency is an essential variable, as 

there is so much variety: schools may receive students who are only in Ireland for a few weeks 

to learn English and experience the culture, or to prepare for the afore mentioned IELTS. 

However, schools may also receive students hoping to move to Ireland for the foreseeable 

future. Past research has not addressed this issue in terms of its effect on acculturative stress. 

The current research will examine the relationship between length of residency and 

acculturative stress in English language learners. 

 

Acculturative stress and students’ living arrangements 

 Learners’ living arrangements may also impact on their acculturative stress levels, in 

particularly homestay accommodation. In homestay accommodation, learners live with a local 

host family while completing their course. Homestay accommodation is intended as an 

immersive experience, wherein learners have a rich cultural experience and are also given extra 
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opportunities to improve their language skills outside of the classroom (Gutel, 2008). Research 

has found that in terms of language acquisition, homestay accommodation generally yields 

positive results (Shiri, 2015; Silvio, Donovan, & Malone, 2014). However, in terms of student 

well-being, the results are inconsistent. Studies have found that homestay accommodation has 

led to greater stress and anxiety in international students (Lewthwaite, 1997; Campbell & Xu, 

2004). Many participants in these studies described feeling like a stranger and feeling 

unsupported (Campbell & Xu, 2004). However, other international students, felt more 

integrated into the host culture and felt supported by the host family (Lewthwaite, 1997; 

Campbell & Xu, 2004).  

 Learners who do not opt for homestay accommodation may choose to live with friends 

or family that have also travelled to the host country, they may choose to house share with 

strangers, or may decide to live alone. Although research has not yet examined either 

international students’ or English language learners’ choice of accommodation and its effect, 

studies have found that international students with lower confidence and lower language 

proficiency tend to spend most of their time with other international students, a situation which 

is problematic as it has been shown to lead to decreased sense of belonging (Yao, 2016).  

As previously mentioned no direct research has been carried out examining the 

relationship between the various living arrangements and acculturative stress. The present 

study shall examine whether living arrangements, in particular homestay accommodation, is 

predictive of acculturative stress in English language learners.  

 

Social Support. 

 Previous research has noted that a major cause of psychological distress in international 

students is the loss of familiar surroundings and supports (Akhtar & Kröner-Herwig, 2015; 

Sawir et al, 2008). Upon arriving in a new country, students find themselves facing many 
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challenges including language difficulties, navigating a new area, accommodation issues, 

intrapersonal issues, and so on (Mori, 2000). This is a time when students may need more social 

support than usual (Sawir et al, 2008). Direct parallels may be drawn here between the 

experience of international students and English language learners.  

Studies have found that international students’ main sources of social support come 

from family and friends still living in their home country (Bhochhibhoya, Dong & Branscum, 

2017; Sawir et al, 2008) and from other international students (Chavajay, 2013; Schartner, 

2015; Yao, 2016; Mori, 2000). Despite wanting to interact more with natives of the host 

country, many international students have reported feeling segregated (Schartner, 2015) and 

experiencing a low sense of belonging (Yao, 2016). This has important implications for English 

language learners who generally have less contact with natives than international students, and 

who spend most of their time with their fellow classmates. However, predicting whether this 

will have a positive or negative effect on their levels of perceived social support is problematic. 

In further contrast to international students, there is a much higher turnover of learners in 

language classrooms. As mentioned above, students come to Ireland for varying lengths of 

time; this may have important ramifications for the level of social support felt by English 

language learners. 

Language proficiency directly influences levels of social support: Language difficulties 

have been reported as the main barrier to interaction with native students among international 

students (Chavajay, 2013; Schartner, 2015; Yao, 2016; Mori, 2000). Interestingly, some 

participants also maintained that language difficulties also affected their interactions with other 

international students. Although, connected through “shared foreignness” (Schartner, 2015), 

the students reported feelings of frustration due to the fact that communication was always 

through a second language (Schartner, 2015). Other studies revealed that international students 

often spent most of their time with other students from their country falling back on their own 
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native tongue for communication, which only served to deepen the feelings of exclusion from 

native speakers (Yao, 2016). Again, these findings may have significant implications for 

English language learners, who, has outlined above, often have less experience and lower 

proficiency in English. 

 It has been suggested that length of residence may also affect students’ social support 

levels, for instance, Bhochhibhoya et al (2017) found that upon first arriving in the host country, 

international students rely heavily on their close friends and family still living in their home 

country. It was noted that as the length of residence in the host country increases, sources of 

social support begin to change; students begin to rely more on people in the host country. 

Although no studies have tested this in English language learners, it may be assumed that this 

experience is not unique to international students. 

 

 Social support and acculturative stress. 

Research has repeatedly found that higher levels of social support are predictive of 

lower acculturative stress in international students (Yeh & Inose, 2003; Lee et al, 2004; 

Chavajay, 2013). In short, international students with more interpersonal connections, and who 

felt satisfied by these connections, were less likely to experience stress as a result of trying to 

integrate into the host culture. This is arguably more pronounced in those with higher language 

proficiency (Lee et al, 2004; Poyrazil et al, 2004).  

The mitigating effect of social support on acculturative stress has not been measured in 

a sample of English language learners. However, the findings of previous research have 

implications for English language learners. As previously noted, evidence suggests that English 

language learners are at risk of acculturative stress, English language learners are also at risk 

of low perceived social support due to language issues and possibly due to less contact with 
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native speakers. This study will seek to examine the relationship between acculturative stress 

and social support in English language learners. 

 

Rationale 

Past research has largely neglected examination of English language learner well-being. 

Furthermore, the present study could not find any research relating to language learners 

studying in an Irish context. Conversely, much research has investigated psychological distress 

in international students studying in higher education. Although similarities can be drawn 

between the two groups, they are no wholly alike.  

This study shall use some of the findings of previous research and apply these in a 

sample of English language learners. Namely, this study shall focus on acculturative stress, an 

issue which, studies have suggested, impacts on both mental and physical health. This study 

will measure participants’ acculturative stress levels and determine whether they are predictive 

of mental well-being. The study will also examine whether a relationship exists between 

various socio-demographic factors and acculturative stress. Finally, levels of social support 

will be measured and then compared with participants’ levels of acculturative stress to 

determine whether they are related. 

 The findings of this study will not only address a significant gap in the present literature 

but may have important implications for support services within language schools.  

 

Hypotheses  

Hypothesis 1: It is hypothesised that acculturative stress will be predictive of psychological 

distress in a sample of English language learners. 
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Hypothesis 2: It is hypothesised that within a sample of English language learners, participants 

with a high level of English proficiency will have lower levels of acculturative stress. 

 

Hypothesis 3: It is hypothesised that in a sample of English language learners, levels of 

acculturative stress will be lowest in participants from European countries, and significantly 

higher in participants from outside Europe. 

 

Hypothesis 4: It is hypothesised that there will be a significant difference in levels of 

acculturative stress depending on participants’ length of residence in Ireland, in a sample of 

English language learners. 

 

Hypothesis 5: It is hypothesised that in a sample of English language learners, levels of 

acculturative stress will differ significantly based on participants’ living arrangements. 

 

Hypothesis 6: It is hypothesised that in a sample of English language learners, there will be a 

strong negative relationship between perceived social support and levels of acculturative stress. 
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Methodology 

 

Participants 

The participants in this study were 106 English language learners (m=53; f=53) 

studying English in various language schools in Dublin, Ireland. 48 of the participants were 

aged between 18 and 24, 34 participants were aged between 25 and 29, 14 were aged between 

30 and 34 and 10 participants were aged over 35. Further demographic details will be explored 

in the results section. Purposive sampling was used in this study, wherein language schools 

were directly contacted in order to gain access to the sample. However, individual participation 

in the study was on a voluntary basis, this shall be outlined further in the procedure section. 

 

Design 

Overall, the study was non-experimental and quantitative in nature and data was 

gathered through use of a survey. The study used a mixed design; the design employed to fully 

examine each hypothesis shall now be outlined. 

 

Hypothesis 1 

To investigate hypothesis one, a correlational design was adopted to determine whether 

levels of acculturative stress were predictive of psychological distress in participants. Here the 

predictor variable was acculturative stress while the criterion variable was psychological well-

being.  

 

 Hypothesis 2 

To examine the different levels of acculturative stress in relation of language 

proficiency in hypothesis two, a cross-sectional design was adopted. Here the dependent 
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variable was acculturative stress and the independent variable was the participants’ language 

level.  

Hypothesis 3 

Hypothesis three sought to analyse the differences in levels of acculturative stress 

among participants from different countries. For this, a cross-sectional approach was also 

adopted. The dependent variable was acculturative stress, and the independent variable was the 

participants country of origin. For the purpose of analysis, participant responses were 

categorised by continent – South America, Asia and Europe.  

 

Hypothesis 4 

A cross-sectional design was employed for hypothesis four in order to examine 

differences in acculturative stress levels depending on how long participants had been in 

Ireland. The dependent variable being acculturative stress and the independent variable being 

length of residence.  

 

 Hypothesis 5 

Hypothesis five proposed that levels of acculturative stress would differ depending on 

participants living arrangements. To investigate this, a cross-sectional approach was adopted. 

Here the dependent variable was acculturative stress levels and the independent variable was 

participants’ current living arrangements.   

 

 Hypothesis 6 

Finally, in order to examine the relationship between acculturative stress and social 

support in hypothesis six, a between-subjects correlational design was employed. The predictor 
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variable here was participants’ perceived level of social support and the criterion variable was 

the participants’ level of acculturative stress. 

 

Materials  

A questionnaire booklet was supplied to participants. This booklet included an 

information sheet detailing the subject matter of the study as well as essential information about 

participation in the study, such as the confidential nature of responses, participants’ right to 

withdraw, and that participants were required to be over eighteen to take part. A mandatory 

consent question was also included (see appendix 1). The information sheet was followed by 

demographic questions and three psychological instruments measuring acculturative stress, 

social support and general psychological well-being. As previously mentioned, these concepts 

have not been applied to this sample in previous research. A ‘thank you’ page was included at 

the end, which gave the contact details of various support services (see appendix 1). The survey 

was hosted on Kwiksurveys.com but was also available in paper format. 19 participants chose 

to take part online while 87 participants completed the survey in paper form.  

 

Demographic questions 

Seven demographic questions were included in the questionnaire booklet. Participants 

were asked about their age, sex, country of origin, level of English, length of residence in 

Ireland, employment, and living arrangements. Most questions were multiple choice; for 

example, to assess participants’ living arrangements, four options were provided: living with a 

host family, living alone, living with people the participant knew before arriving in Ireland, or 

living with strangers. To assess participants’ country of origin, the question was left open. 

However, for the purpose of analysis, the data was later summarised by continent. To measure 

language competency, the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) 
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(Council of Europe, 2017) was employed. This system is used by most language schools in 

Ireland to sort learners by language ability. The colloquial level names of ‘Beginner’, 

‘Elementary’, ‘Pre-Intermediate’, ‘Intermediate’, ‘Upper Intermediate’, ‘Advanced’, and 

‘Proficiency’ were adopted in the survey, as they are used by textbooks and schools and would 

be more familiar to learners. These levels equate to the labelling system of the CEFR, which 

ranges from A1 to C2 and divides learners into three groups – basic user, independent user and 

proficient user (see appendix 2 for the full list of demographic questions). 

 

Acculturative Stress 

Acculturative stress was measured using the Acculturative Stress Scale for International 

Students (ASSIS) (Sandhu & Asrabadi, 1994). This measure consisted of 36 items, rated on a 

5-point Likert-type scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). The highest 

possible score for the instrument was 180 and the lowest possible was 36. A higher score was 

indicative of greater acculturative stress. Prior to rating each item, participants were provided 

with an explanation of acculturative stress. They were also advised that there were no right or 

wrong answers but that in order for the data to be meaningful, honesty was essential. 

The measure consisted of seven subscales: Perceived discrimination (eight items), 

homesickness (four items), perceived hate (four items), fear (four items), stress due to change/ 

culture shock (three items), guilt (two items), and miscellaneous (ten items). ‘Miscellaneous’ 

included areas of possible concern for foreign students, but which do not fit under any other 

category (Sandhu & Asrabadi, 1994). For the purpose of this study, the total level of 

acculturative stress was used, the subscales were not employed.  

The instrument was altered slightly to make comprehension easier for participants. Care 

was taken to keep the original meaning of each item. For example, item 18 originally read: “I 

have to frequently relocate for fear of others.” (Sandhu & Asrabadi, 1994), this was simplified 
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to “I have to frequently change my location because I'm frightened of others” (see appendix 3 

for the full simplified measure). 

Previous studies have reported that the ASSIS had high reliability through the use of 

Cronbach’s coefficient alpha (r = .96) (Sandhu and Asrabadi 1998). Previous research has not 

used this measure on a sample of English language learners. 

 

Social Support 

Social support was measured using The Index of Sojourner Social Support (ISSS) Scale 

(Ong & Ward, 2005). The measure consisted of 18 items rated on a 5-point Likert type scale 

ranging from ‘no one would do this’ (1) to ‘many would do this’ (5). The measure was scored 

by adding the scores of each item together; a higher score was indicative of a higher level of 

perceived social support. The instrument ranged from the lowest possible score of 18 to the 

highest of 90. Prior to rating each item, participants were informed that each statement related 

to a helpful behaviour that might make their stay in Ireland more positive. They were asked to 

rate each item and were advised that honesty was essential for the data to be meaningful.  

The measure consisted of 2 subscales – socio economic support (9 items) and 

instrumental support (9 items). However, for the purpose of this study, the subscales were not 

employed. The items in the measure were altered slightly to make them more accessible to 

participants, however, care was taken not to alter the meaning of the items. For example, item 

six originally read: “Accompany you somewhere even if he/she doesn't have to”, this was 

modified to read “Go somewhere with you even if he/she doesn't have to” (see appendix 4 for 

the full altered measure).  

Previous studies have reported high internal consistency for the ISSS through the use 

of Cronbach’s coefficient Alpha (r=.97) (Chavajay, 2013). However, it must be noted that the 

ISSS has not previously been used on a sample of English language learners. 
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Psychological Well-Being 

Psychological well-being was measured using the short form of the Psychological 

General Wellbeing Index (PGWB-S) (Grossi et al., 2006). This measure consisted of six items 

examining anxiety (item one), vitality (items two and six), depressed mood (item three) and 

positive well-being (item five). Participants rated each item using a 6-point Likert type scale 

ranging from zero to five. The options were varied depending on the statement (see appendix 

5 for the full measure). The measure was scored by adding the responses together. A higher 

score demonstrated greater psychological well-being, while a lower score indicated greater 

psychological distress. The measure ranged from a high of 30 to a low of 0.  

 Prior to rating each statement, participants were advised to consider their experience 

during the past month and to choose the statement that best matched that experience. Minor 

modifications were made to make the measure more accessible to participants. For instance, 

item two originally read “how much energy, pop, or vitality did you have or feel during the 

past month”, this was shortened to “how much energy or vitality did you have during the past 

month” (see appendix 5 for the full measure).  

 Previous studies have reported that the PGWB-S has high internal reliability through 

use of Cronbach’s alpha (r= .80; r=.92) (Grossi & Compare, 2012). This measure has not 

previously been used on a sample of English language learners. 

 

Procedure 

Language schools in Dublin, Ireland were contacted via email and the direction of the 

study was outlined. Depending on the preference of the school, various data collection methods 

were employed. In the majority of schools, data was collected in person by the researcher in 

paper format. In these cases, learners were addressed either during class time or during sessions 
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organised by the school. Learners were briefed on the nature of the study and if they were 

interested in taking part, they were given a paper copy of the survey to complete. No time limit 

was set for the completion of the survey. Other language schools followed the same procedure; 

however, the data was collected by school staff. Finally, the majority of schools agreed to 

advertise the study using the poster provided (see appendix 6 for poster). The poster briefly 

outlined the nature of the study and also provided learners with a web address and QR code 

which brought participants to the online version of the survey. The poster was displayed in 

student areas within the schools. 
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Results 

 

The hypotheses of this study proposed to examine how English language learners’ acculturative 

stress levels differed depending on a variety of socio-demographic variables. It was also 

hypothesised that acculturative stress would predict psychological well-being. It was further 

suggested that social support would be strong negative predictor of acculturative stress.  

 Prior to examining the results of the analyses carried out to test these hypotheses, the 

demographic details of the participants shall be explored: The majority of participants were 

from South American countries (n=56); this included participants from Brazil, Colombia, 

Mexico, Chile and Uruguay. The study also included participants from Asian countries (n=25), 

including Azerbaijan, Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, and European countries (n=16), including 

France, Germany, Italy, Spain, Switzerland and Turkey (see figure 1). 

In terms of language proficiency, over 70% of the sample were independent users – 

either in intermediate or upper intermediate level classes (n=77). Three participants were basic 
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users – either in elementary or pre-intermediate level classes, and 26 participants were 

proficient language users, either in advanced or proficiency level classes.  

88 participants had been resident in Ireland for less than six months, while 17 

participants had been resident for more than six months. The majority of participants were 

living with people they hadn’t known before travelling to Ireland (n=55), while a considerable 

number were staying with a host family (n=28). Other participants were either living alone 

(n=4) or living with people they had known before arriving in Ireland (n=18) (see figure 2). 

Finally, in terms of employment, 40 participants were currently in employment in Ireland, 

while 65 participants were not working. 

 

 

Acculturative Stress 

 Descriptive Statistics 

The Acculturative Stress Scale for International Students (ASSIS) showed strong 

internal consistency through use of Cronbach’s Alpha (r=.93) (see table 1). Overall, the mean 
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score for acculturative stress was 82.22 (SD=20.24), indicating mild acculturative stress (see 

table 2).  

Table 1 Reliability Statistics for Psychological Measures 

Variable Cronbach’s Alpha Number of items 

ASSIS .93 36 

PGWB-S .79 6 

ISSS .96 18 

 

Table 2 Descriptive Statistics for Psychological Measures 

Variable N Mean Std. Dev Min Max 

ASSIS 88 82.22 20.24 42 123 

PGWB-S 94 18.15 5.00 6 29 

ISSS 92 56.18 14.40 28 89 

 

Hypothesis 2 – Acculturative stress and language proficiency. 

Hypothesis two proposed that acculturative stress would differ significantly depending 

on participants’ language proficiency. Furthermore, it was hypothesised that the higher the 

language level was, the lower the acculturative stress would be. It was found that acculturative 

stress decreased as language proficiency increased (see table 3). However, a one-way analysis 

on variance showed that acculturative stress levels did not differ significantly between the three 

language proficiency groups. (f (2,85) =.22, p=.81).  Thus, the null hypothesis could not be 

rejected for hypothesis two.  
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Table 3 Acculturative Stress and Language Proficiency  

Language level N Mean Std. Deviation 

Basic User 3 89.67 28.92 

Independent User 63 82.11 21.47 

Proficient User 22 81.50 15.75 

 

Hypothesis 3 – Acculturative stress and country of origin 

Hypothesis three suggested that acculturative stress levels would differ significantly 

depending on participants’ country of origin. Moreover, it was suggested that participants from 

European countries would demonstrate significantly lower acculturative stress than 

participants from countries outside Europe, due to lower cultural distance. A mean of 75.58 

(SD=17.73) was recorded for participants from Europe. The mean for participants from South 

American countries was 87.08 (SD=19.73), and 73.25 (SD=21.78) for participants from Asian 

countries.   

A one-way analysis of variance showed that acculturative stress levels differed 

significantly between the three groups. (f (2, 80) =4.18, p=.02). More specifically Tukey HSD 

post hoc analysis highlighted that participants from South America had significantly higher 

acculturative stress levels than participants from Asian countries (mean difference = 13.83, p 

= .03, CI [95%] 1.24, 26.42). However, the null hypothesis for hypothesis three could not be 

rejected, for although there were significant differences between groups, it had originally been 

predicted that European participants would demonstrate significantly lower acculturative stress 

than participants from other countries. This was not the case. In fact, European participants 

reported slightly higher acculturative stress than participants from Asian countries (see figure 

3). 
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Hypothesis 4 – Acculturative stress and length of residence 

Hypothesis four predicted that levels of acculturative stress would differ significantly 

depending on length of residence. It was found that acculturative stress increased the longer 

participants were living in Ireland. Participants living in Ireland for less than a month 

demonstrated the lowest amount of acculturative stress (M=70.65, SD=21.48), while those 

living in Ireland for longer than a year demonstrated the highest level of acculturative stress 

(M=97.80, SD=20.24) (see table 4). 

Table 4 Acculturative Stress and Length of Residence 

 N Mean Std. Deviation 

< 1 month 26 70.65 21.48 

1-3 months 17 84.18 21.52 

3-6 months 32 85.78 15.89 

6-12 months 8 91.63 19.58 

12+ months 5 97.80 8.93 
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A one-way analysis of variance revealed that acculturative stress levels differed 

significantly between the five groups. (f (4, 83) =4.09, p= <.01). More specifically, Tukey HSD 

post hoc analyses revealed that participants resident in Ireland for longer than a year 

demonstrated significantly higher acculturative stress levels than participants living in Ireland 

for less than a month (mean difference=27.15, p=.03, CI [95%] 1.36, 52.93). Moreover, 

participants living in Ireland for between three and six months had significantly higher 

acculturative stress levels than those resident for less than a month (mean difference =15.13, 

p=.03, CI [95%] 1.18, 29.07) (see figure 4). Based on this analysis, the null hypothesis could 

be rejected for hypothesis four. 

Hypothesis 5 - Acculturative stress and living arrangements 

Hypothesis five projected that acculturative stress levels would differ significantly depending 

on participants’ living arrangements. The group with the lowest acculturative stress were those 

living alone, while the group with the highest acculturative stress were those living with people 

they had known before travelling to Ireland (see table 5). A one-way analysis of variance 

demonstrated that acculturative stress did not differ significantly between the four groups. (f 

(3,84) =2.64, p= .054). Thus, the null hypothesis could not be rejected for hypothesis five.  
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Table 5 Acculturative Stress and Living Arrangements 

 N Mean Std. Deviation 

Host Family 26 73.92 22.94 

Living Alone 3 72.67 17.21 

Living with people known before  14 86.64 19.12 

Living with Strangers 45 86.27 17.88 

 

Additional analysis 

Additional analysis was carried out to examine acculturative stress and age. Participants 

aged 30-34 demonstrated the highest level of acculturative stress (see table 6). A one-way 

analysis of variance showed the difference between groups to be significant (f (3, 84) =5.07, 

p= .003). More specifically Tukey HSD post hoc analysis highlighted that participants aged 

between 30 and 34 demonstrated significantly higher acculturative stress than participants aged 

18-24 (mean difference = 19.753, p=.018, CI [95%] 2.58, 36.93) and participants aged over 35 

(mean difference = 23.18, p=0.4, CI [95%] .85, 45.51). Furthermore, participants aged between 

18 and 24 reported significantly lower levels of acculturative stress than those aged 25-29 

(mean difference = -12.450, p=.04, CI [95%] -24.51, -.40) (see figure 5). 

 

Table 6 Acculturative Stress and Age 

 N Mean Std. Deviation 

18-24  75.43 17.72 

25-29  87.88 20.74 

30-34  95.18 13.95 

35+  72.00 21.78 
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General Psychological Well-being 

 

 Descriptive Statistics 

The Psychological General Well-Being Index (PGWB-S) demonstrated good reliability 

through use of Cronbach’s alpha (r=.79) (see table 1). The mean score for participants’ general 

psychological well-being was 18.15 (SD=5.00), indicating moderate psychological well-being 

(see table 2).   

 

Hypothesis 1 - Acculturative stress and psychological well-being 

Hypothesis one proposed that acculturative stress would be predictive of psychological 

distress. A linear regression analysis found the acculturative stress significantly predicted 

psychological well-being (f (1, 79) = 14.51, p = <.001, r² = .15) (ASSIS, beta = -.394, p = 

<.001, CI [95%] -.15, -.05) (see figure 6) Analyses demonstrated that there was a moderate, 
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negative relationship between acculturative stress and psychological well-being. Thus, the null 

hypothesis for hypothesis one could be rejected. 

Additional Analysis 

In order to further understand the relationship between acculturative stress and 

psychological well-being, further analysis was carried out to examine psychological well-being 

across the demographic variables: It was found that participants from South American 

countries demonstrated the lowest sense of mental well-being (M=17.83, SD=5.37), while 

participants from European countries had the highest (M=19.38, SD=5.61) (see table 7). 

However, a one-way analysis of variance showed that the difference between groups was not 

significant (f (2,84) =.73, p=.484). 

Table 7 Psychological Well-Being and Country of Origin 

 N Mean Std. Deviation 

Asia 21 19.05 4.07 

South America 53 17.83 5.37 

Europe 13 19.38 5.61 
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Basic English language users demonstrated the lowest psychological well-being scores 

(M=14.67, SD=1.53), while independent user and proficient user scores reported higher scores 

(M=18.52, SD=4.63; M=18.41, SD=6.22). However, one-way analysis of variance revealed 

that the difference between groups was not significant (f (2,91) =.76, p=.470). 

In terms of living arrangements, participants living alone scored lowest (M=13.25, 

SD=3.50) while those living with people they had known before arriving in Ireland 

demonstrated the highest sense of well-being (M=20.58, SD=4.64) (see table 8). However, one-

way analysis of variance found that the difference between groups was not significant (f (3,89) 

= 1.94, p=.130). 

Table 8 Psychological Well-Being and Living Arrangements 

 N Mean Std. Deviation 

Host Family 24 18.71 4.52 

Living Alone 4 13.25 3.50 

Living with people known before 15 19.67 4.64 

Living with strangers  50 17.90 5.25 

 

When compared with length of residence, it was found that psychological well-being 

decreased the longer the participants had been resident (see table 9 and figure 7). However, 

one-way analysis of variance found that the difference between groups was not significant (f 

(4,88) =1.06, p=.384) 
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Table 9 Psychological Well-Being and Length of Residence 

 N Mean  Std. Deviation 

< 1 month 24 19.88 4.67 

1-3 months 19 18.16 4.46 

3-6 months 36 17.61 5.46 

6-12 months 7 19.71 2.65 

12+ months 7 16.71 6.47 

 

  In terms of age, it was found that participants aged between 18 and 24 demonstrated 

the strongest sense of psychological well-being (M=19.66, SD=4.29), while those aged 

between 30-34 scored lowest (M=15.64, SD=4.72) (see table 10). A one-way analysis of 

variance showed that psychological well-being differed significantly between the age groups 

(f (3, 90) =3.66, p=.02). More specifically, Tukey HSD post hoc analysis revealed that the 

participants aged 18-24 demonstrated significantly higher psychological well-being than 

participants aged 30-34 (mean difference = 4.02, p=.04, CI [95%] .13, 7.90). 
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Table 10 Psychological Well-Being and Age 

 N Mean Std. Deviation 

18-24 41 19.66 4.29 

25-29 31 16.87 5.28 

30-34 14 15.87 4.72 

35+ 8 19.75 5.42 

 

Social Support 

 

 Descriptive Statistics 

The Index of Sojourner Social Support (ISSS) demonstrated good reliability through 

use of Cronbach’s alpha (r=.95) (see table).  The average score for the sample was 56.18, 

demonstrating moderate levels of perceived social support (SD=14.40). (see table 2). 

 

Hypothesis 6 - Acculturative stress and social support 

Hypothesis six proposed that social support would significantly buffer the effects of 

acculturative stress. Specifically, it was predicated that there would be a strong, negative 

relationship between the two variables. A linear regression analysis showed that social support 

levels significantly predicted acculturative stress levels (f (1,82) =9.61, p=.003, r² = .094) 

(ISSS, beta = -.324, p = .003, CI [95%] -.739, -.161) (see figure 8). This analysis suggested 

that there was a moderate, negative relationship between social support and acculturative stress, 

thus the null hypothesis can only partially be rejected for hypothesis six.  
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Additional Analysis 

In order to gain a better understanding of the relationship between social support and 

acculturative stress, additional analysis was conducted to investigate social support across the 

demographic variables. It was found that basic users demonstrated the highest levels of 

perceived social support (M=65.00, SD=13.08), while independent users and proficient user 

reported slightly lower levels of social support (M=55.88, SD=13.08, M=55.92, SD=17.41). A 

one-way analysis of variance found that differences between the groups was not significant (f 

(2,93) =.58, p=.564). 

In terms of living arrangements and length of residence, analysis showed that 

participants staying with a host family demonstrated the highest level of social support 

(M=61.72, SD=17.14), (see table 11). However, a one-way analysis of variance found that the 

difference was not significant (f (3,92) =1.74, p=.164) 
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Participants resident in Ireland for 3-6 months had the lowest level of perceived social 

support (M=51.06, SD=12.75), whereas participants newly living in Ireland demonstrated the 

highest level of social support (M=62.60, SD=17.74), followed by those resident for more than 

a year (M=60.57, SD=14.88) (see figure 9). A one-way analysis of variance found that the 

difference between the groups was significant (f (4,910 = 2.80, p=.03). More specifically, 

Tukey HSD post hoc analysis found that social support scores for those resident for 3-6 months 

was significantly lower than those resident for less than a month (mean difference = -11.54, 

p=0.2 CI [95%] -21.66, -1.42). 

Table 11 Social Support and Living Arrangements  

 N Mean Std. Deviation 

Host Family 25 61.72 17.14 

Living Alone  3 53.33 21.73 

Living with people known before 16 53.31 12.23 

Living with strangers 52 54.56 12.84 
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Discussion 

 

The purpose of this study was to explore acculturative stress in a sample of English language 

learners. More specifically this study sought to examine the relationship between acculturative 

stress and mental well-being.  This study also proposed to examine aspects of the learner 

experience that could impact on acculturative stress, including language proficiency, country 

of origin, length of residence, and living arrangements. Finally, the study proposed to assess 

social support as a possible buffer to acculturative stress.  

 

Discussion of Findings 

 The first hypothesis of this study proposed that acculturative stress would be predictive 

of psychological distress. The results supported this research hypothesis. It was found that those 

with higher acculturative stress often demonstrated lower psychological well-being. This 

finding was also consistent with the findings of previous research, although previous studies 

had not examined the relationship between well-being and acculturative stress in English 

language learners but had focused on international students studying in universities. Previous 

studies had not only found that international students were at greater risk of psychological 

distress (Prieto-Welch, 2016; Forbes-Mewett, Sawyer, 2016; Rosenthal, Russell & Thomson, 

2008; Mori, 2000), but that this distress was often predicted by acculturative stress (Prieto-

Welch, 2016; Mori, 2000). The findings of the present study suggest that acculturative stress 

also has an effect on the well-being of English language learners. To better understand factors 

underlying acculturative stress and indeed how it impacts on psychological well-being, further 

analysis was carried out.  

 The results of the study demonstrate the varied effects of socio-demographic factors on 

acculturative stress in English language learners. Hypothesis two predicted that acculturative 
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stress would be lower in participants with a higher level of English language proficiency. This 

hypothesis was not supported. Although a trend was observed, the difference between the 

groups was not significant. Participants with a lower language ability did report higher 

acculturative stress than independent or proficient language users, but not notably so. Similarly, 

basic language users reported lower mental well-being than more advanced language users, 

though again not significantly so. Previous studies investigating these variables in international 

students found language proficiency to be the strongest predictor of acculturative stress (Yeh 

& Inose, 2003; Lee, et al 2004; Akhtar & Kröner-Herwig, 2015), this study did not support 

those findings. This suggests that language proficiency was a not a salient factor in terms of 

English language learners’ acculturative stress.  

It is essential to note that the number of participants in each language proficiency group 

was not equal in the present study. The study predominately featured independent language 

users, those studying English at intermediate and upper-intermediate level. Although, these are 

the most common levels in most language schools, basic language users were extremely 

underrepresented in the present study. In order to better and more accurately understand the 

role of language ability on acculturative stress, it may have been of greater benefit to have an 

equal number of participants in each group. 

 As previously outlined, studies have found that cultural distance is a strong predictor 

of acculturative stress (Ward & Geeraert, 2016; Yeh & Inose, 2003; Poyrazil, Kavanaugh, 

Baker, & Al-Timimi, 2004). That is, if a participant’s home culture differed greatly from the 

host culture, they would be at greater risk of acculturative stress. The third hypothesis of this 

study proposed that participants from countries within Europe would demonstrate lower 

acculturative stress than participants from non-European countries. This research hypothesis 

was not supported. Although it was a non-European group, that is, participants from South 

America, that demonstrated the highest level of acculturative stress, it was participants from 
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Asian countries who demonstrated the lowest level. These findings are contrary to the results 

of previous studies which had examined these variables among samples of international 

students. Studies carried out in Europe and America consistently found that acculturative stress 

was higher in groups from non-European countries (Akhtar & Kröner-Herwig, 2015; Yeh & 

Inose, 2003; Poyrazil, Kavanaugh, Baker, & Al-Timimi, 2004). The results of the current study 

suggest that it may not be cultural distance which impacts on acculturative stress in English 

language learners. However, it is essential to note that the present study included mainly 

participants from South American countries. In order to obtain a more accurate depiction of 

cultural distance, it may have been more beneficial to obtain an equal number of participants 

in each group. The European group in particular had quite a low number of participants. 

 The fourth hypothesis of this study sought to investigate whether acculturative stress 

would differ significantly depending on participants’ length of residence in Ireland. This 

research hypothesis was supported. Results showed that with longer residency came higher 

acculturative stress. Furthermore, psychological well-being followed a similar trend with lower 

scores reported for long-term residents. Overall, this finding is inconsistent with many of the 

previous studies examining these variables among international students: A number of studies 

had previously found that longer residency lead to great adjustment and feelings of self-

confidence (Campbell and Xu, 2004; Sawir et al, 2008).  The results of this study indicated low 

acculturative stress at the beginning, followed by a sharp rise in stress levels up to the 6-month 

mark, followed by a steady increase. This partially supports the work of Campbell and Xu 

(2004), who suggested that that periods of high stress were preceded by a ‘honeymoon period’ 

of low acculturative stress, However, the finding that high stress is followed by a recovery 

period (Campbell and Xu, 2004; Sawir et al, 2008, O’Reilly et al, 2010) was not supported. 

Acculturative stress increasing with longer residency was, however, reflective of the findings 

of Akhtar and Kröner-Herwig (2015). This study and others have suggested that longer 
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residency leaves participants open to increased experience of racial discrimination (Akhtar and 

Kröner-Herwig, 2015; Bhochhibhoya et al, 2017), which may increase acculturative stress 

(Akhtar and Kröner-Herwig, 2015).  

The present study proposed to examine the effect of a learner’s choice of 

accommodation on acculturative stress levels. No significant difference was found, and thus 

hypothesis five was not supported. Despite the fact that the difference between groups was not 

significant, some interesting trends did emerge. As previously mentioned, the effect of 

homestay accommodation on acculturation and acculturative stress is contested. This study 

found that participants staying with a host family had low acculturative stress and strong 

psychological well-being, these results are inconsistent with previous studies which have found 

that homestay accommodation led to greater psychological distress (Lewthwaite, 1997; 

Campbell & Xu, 2004). Furthermore, participants living with people that they knew before 

travelling to Ireland reported the highest level of acculturative stress. This finding offers some 

support to the suggestion put forward by Yao (2016), that those who spend more time with 

other internationals integrate less well into the host society. 

Additional findings, not included in the hypotheses of the present study, offer further 

insight into the effect of socio-demographic variables on acculturative stress and psychological 

well-being. Age was found to be a significant factor for both acculturative stress and 

psychological well-being. Analyses showed that participants in their early twenties and 

participants over the age of 35 were significantly less stressed and had a stronger sense of 

mental well-being than the other groups. Moreover, participants aged between 30 and 34 had 

the highest levels of acculturative stress and lowest psychological well-being. Berry (1997) has 

suggested that age may influence acculturative stress, however it is adolescents and retirement 

age adults that are generally at risk. Other studies, focusing on international students, found 

that that as age increased so too did acculturative stress (Akhtar & Kröner-Herwig, 2015), or 
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that age was not predictive of acculturative stress (Yeh & Inose, 2003). Neither support the 

findings of the present study. It must be noted that in the present study, the participants in the 

30-34 age bracket were all are from South American countries, which, as illustrated above, 

demonstrated the highest level of acculturative stress. This lack of variety may have impacted 

on the results.  

The final hypothesis of the present study proposed that social support would act as a 

strong predictor of acculturative stress. This hypothesis was partially supported. Although 

social support did act as a buffer to acculturative stress, the relationship was not as strong as 

predicted. However, despite the moderate relationship, this finding was consistent with 

previous research which found that greater social support led to lower acculturative stress 

among international students (Yeh & Inose, 2003; Lee et al, 2004; Chavajay, 2013). The 

present study’s findings suggest that social support acts in a similar way for English language 

learners.  

Additional analysis was conducted in order to gain insight into the relationship between 

acculturative stress and social support. Previous research has suggested that those with greater 

language proficiency demonstrate higher levels of social support (Lee et al, 2004; Poyrazil et 

al, 2004). In contrast to these findings, the present study did not observe any significant 

difference in social support levels among English language learners. Interestingly, an opposite 

trend was observed in the present study; basic language users reported slightly higher levels of 

social support than either independent users or proficient users, an observation contrary to that 

of previous studies.  

Length of residency has been suggested to influence social support. Bhochhibhoya et 

al (2017) observed in a sample of international students that sources of social support change 

over time. Upon first arriving in the host country, participants depended on people still in their 

home country for support. However, after some time they began to depend more on people in 
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the host country. The present study found a significant difference in social support levels; it 

was observed that social support decreased steadily, reaching a low at the three to six-month 

mark before recovering. This fluctuation may be reflective of a change in support sources. The 

longer a learner stays in the host country, the less they perceive themselves as being supported 

by those in their home country, and thus they look to new sources of support. Learning to rely 

on these new sources of support could account for the recovery in social support levels seen in 

the findings of the present study, however, the dynamics of social support change have not yet 

been explored in research (Bhochhibhoya et al, 2017).  

Social support levels were also examined across living arrangements, no significant 

difference was found. However, it is worth noting that participants staying with a host family 

reported the highest level of social support. This finding adds some support to the idea detailed 

above, that the learners in this study did not find homestay accommodation damaging to their 

well-being as previous research had found (Lewthwaite, 1997; Campbell & Xu, 2004).  

 

Strengths 

 This study had several strengths worthy of note. First of all, it addressed the mental 

health of English language learners, a topic largely overlooked in research. As previously 

outlined a great deal of research has examined English language learners’ language acquisition, 

but comparatively little research has focused on learner well-being as separate from their 

language development. Similarly, as previously outlined, a large body of research has looked 

at the mental health of international students studying at higher education institutes alongside 

native speakers. However, as shown, the experience of an international university student does 

not entirely echo the experience of a language learner. Finally, this study takes into account 

many aspects of the learner experience: As previously mentioned, most studies have focused 
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on language development, this study sought to form a more rounded picture of the English 

language learner experience, and not only focus on language competency. 

 It is also worth noting that the general response to the study by participants was 

extremely positive. Feedback received from participants showed huge interest in the project, 

as well as a desire for change. Many participants felt their mental health was overlooked and 

that there was a general lack of understanding for their unique experience from native people 

and also from people in their home country.  

 

Limitations 

 Despite the strengths of the present study, several limitations must be acknowledged. 

Although the sample included participants from 15 different countries, the majority of the 

participants were from South American countries. Furthermore, as previously outlined, the 

majority of participants were independent language users and the basic language user group 

was underrepresented. In conjunction with is, it was observed by school administration in the 

majority of schools, that the survey would be too difficult for lower level students, and thus 

access was often not granted to these class groups. Most of those that did participate in the 

survey did so outside of class time and online. This calls into question the appropriateness of a 

survey through English for participants with limited language. Finally, although the study 

addressed many aspects of the learner experience, many more were not addressed. For 

example, learner motivation was not assessed, this shall be further explored when examining 

future research directions.  

 

Future Research 

 Further research is required to gain a better understanding of the English language 

learner experience and mental health. Future research should examine the effect of learner 
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motivation on wellbeing and acculturation. Previous studies have found a positive relationship 

between motivation, well-being, and adaptation (Hamilton Bailey & Philips, 2015). Previous 

studies have looked at motivation in English language learners (Lambert, 2008; Ardasheva, 

Tong, & Tretter, 2011; Rubenfeld et al., 2007), but have not examined it in relation to mental 

well-being or acculturative stress.  

Future research should consider a qualitative approach to gain a better understanding 

of the English language learner experience. Factors previously attributed to international 

students may not be wholly applicable to the English language learner experience. For example, 

this study found that neither language proficiency nor living arrangements were decisive 

factors in predicting distress. A qualitative approach should be adopted to identify those factors 

that are particularly salient for English language learners. Such an approach has been 

previously adopted by Lambert (2008) in order to construct instruments assessing learner 

motivation and learners’ beliefs about English. Emulation of such an approach could identify 

unique factors that impact on acculturative stress and psychological well-being in English 

language learners. 

 Finally, future research should also continue to examine the concepts employed in the 

present study, namely acculturation, acculturative stress, psychological well-being, and social 

support, but endeavour to make them more accessible to basic language users. This could be 

achieved through the development of an instrument specifically designed for learners with a 

lower level of English competency, or through translation of the existing measures. 

 

Applications 

The possible applications of this research are worth noting. Firstly, the study identifies 

groups at risk of psychological distress and acculturative stress. This information could be used 

to inform support services within language schools, as well as within agencies responsible for 
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organising learners’ transition from their home country to Ireland. Furthermore, the mitigating 

effect of social support on acculturative stress must be emphasised. Language schools and other 

organisations that work closely with English language learners should be encouraged to 

provide greater opportunities for learners to meet new people and to create supportive social 

networks. 

 

Conclusion 

This study examined acculturative stress in a sample of English language learners in 

Ireland. It was found that acculturative stress was predictive of psychological well-being in this 

sample. It was also found that some socio-demographic variables affected levels of 

acculturative stress. Namely, length of residence, age, and country of origin. It was also found 

that social support acted as a moderate buffer against acculturative stress. It was found that 

several factors, although salient for international students studying in higher education, where 

not significant factors for English language learners. Future research should continue to 

examine the area of learner mental health by expanding and including factors unique to the 

English language learner experience. 
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Appendix 1 

 

Information Page 

 

My name is ________ and I am doing research in the Department of Psychology in Dublin 

Business School. I am researching the mental health of English language students in Ireland. 

This research is being done as part of my studies and will be submitted for examination.  

You are invited to take part in this study; participation involves completing the following 

anonymous survey. Although the survey asks some questions that might cause some minor 

negative feelings, it has been frequently used in research. If any of the questions cause 

difficult feelings for you, contact information for support services will be on the final page.  

Participation is completely voluntary, so you do not have to participate in the survey if you 

don’t want to. You must be over 18 to complete this survey. 

Participation is anonymous and confidential: Personal details such as your name will not be 

in the survey. As a result, it will be impossible to identify participants from their answers. For 

this reason, it will not be possible to take back your answers after the questionnaire has been 

submitted.  

The data from the questionnaires will be securely stored on a password protected computer.  

It is important that you understand that by completing and submitting the 

questionnaire that you are agreeing to participate in the study.  

   

Should you require any further information about the research, please contact  

name, (email). My supervisor can be contacted at (email).  

Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey.  

 

 I agree to take part in the study  

o Yes o No 
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Thank you page 

 

Thank you for taking part in this research.  

 

If you feel that answering this survey has made you experience any negative emotions, please 

think about contacting some of the support services below, or speak to a friend, family 

member or professional. 

 

Aware 

Support Line: 1800 80 48 48  

Available 7 days a week, 10am - 10pm, free to call. 

Support Email: supportmail@aware.ie 

 

Samaritans 

Support line: 116 123 

Available 24 hours a day, 365 days a year, free to call. 

Support email: jo@samaritans.org 

 

If you would like any more information about this research please contact  

Name (email address) 

  

mailto:supportmail@aware.ie
mailto:jo@samaritans.org
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Appendix 2 

 

Demographic Questions 
Please read the following questions and choose the option that best describes you 

 

1. What age are you? 

a) Less than 18 

years old 

b)`18 – 24 years 

old 

c) 25 – 29 years 

old 

d) 30 – 34 years 

old 

e) 35+ years old 

 

2. Sex 

a) Male  b) Female 

 

3. What country are you from? (Write your answer below) 

 

 

4. What is your current level of English? 

a) Beginner / Elementary/  

Pre Intermediate 

b) Intermediate /  

Upper Intermediate 

c) Advanced /  

Proficiency 

 

5. How long have you been in Ireland? 

a) Less than 

a month 

b) 1 – 3 

months 

c) 3 – 6 

months 

d) 6 – 12 

months 

e) More 

than a 

year 

 

6. Do you have a job here in Ireland?  

a) Yes b) no 

 

7. What are your living arrangements? 

a) I’m staying with a 

host family 

b) I live alone c) I live with people that 

I knew before I came to 

Ireland 

d) I live with strangers / 

people I didn’t know 

before I came to Ireland 
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Appendix 3 

 

Acculturative Stress 
Foreign students have to make a number of personal, social, and environmental changes when they 

arrive in a new country. these changes may cause cultural-shock. These questions are designed to 

assess the acculturative stress you personally might have experienced.   

There are no right or wrong answers. However, for the data to be meaningful, you must answer each 

statement given below as honestly as possible.   

For each of the following statements, please choose the number that best describes your response.  

1= Strongly disagree, 2= disagree 3= not sure, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly agree  

Because of my different cultural background as an international student, I feel that:  

 Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Not 

Sure 

Agree Strongly 

Agree 

1. Homesickness for my country bothers me. 1 2 3 4 5 

2. I feel uncomfortable adjusting to new food 

and/or to new eating habits 

1 2 3 4 5 

3. I am treated differently in social situations 1 2 3 4 5 

4. I feel rejected when people are sarcastic toward 

my cultural values. 

1 2 3 4 5 

5. I feel nervous about communicating in English 1 2 3 4 5 

6. I feel sad living in an unfamiliar place here 1 2 3 4 5 

7. I fear for my personal safety because of my 

different cultural background. 

1 2 3 4 5 

8. I feel frightened about participating in social 

activities 

1 2 3 4 5 

9. Other people are biased toward me. 1 2 3 4 5 

10. I feel bad about leaving my family and friends 

behind in my country 

1 2 3 4 5 

11. Many opportunities are denied to me. 1 2 3 4 5 

12. I feel angry that people from my country are 

considered less important here. 

1 2 3 4 5 

13. I feel overwhelmed by the many pressures that 

were placed on me after I moved to this country 

1 2 3 4 5 

14. I feel that I receive unequal treatment 1 2 3 4 5 

15. People from some other countries show hatred 

toward me non-verbally. 

1 2 3 4 5 

16. It hurts when people don’t understand my 

cultural values 

1 2 3 4 5 
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17. I don't get the things that I deserve. 1 2 3 4 5 

18. I have to frequently change my location because 

I'm frightened of others. 

1 2 3 4 5 

19. I feel low because of my cultural background. 1 2 3 4 5 

20. I feel rejected when others don’t understand my 

cultural values. 

1 2 3 4 5 

21. I miss my country and the people from my 

country. 

1 2 3 4 5 

22. I feel uncomfortable adjusting to new cultural 

values. 

1 2 3 4 5 

23. I feel that people from my country are 

discriminated against. 

1 2 3 4 5 

24. People from some other countries show hatred 

toward me through their actions. 

1 2 3 4 5 

25. I feel that my status in this society is low 

because of my cultural background. 

1 2 3 4 5 

26. I am treated differently because of the country 

I'm from 

1 2 3 4 5 

27. I feel insecure here 1 2 3 4 5 

28. I don't feel a sense of belonging (community) 

here. 

1 2 3 4 5 

29. I am treated differently because of my colour 1 2 3 4 5 

30. I feel sad when I think about my people's 

problems 

1 2 3 4 5 

31. I generally try to stay unnoticed because I'm 

frightened of people from some other countries. 

1 2 3 4 5 

32. I feel some people don’t socialize with me 

because of my ethnicity. 

1 2 3 4 5 

33. People from some other countries show hatred 

toward me verbally 

1 2 3 4 5 

34. I feel bad that I am living a different lifestyle 

here 

1 2 3 4 5 

35. I feel sad leaving my relatives behind 1 2 3 4 5 

36. I worry about my future and not being able to 

decide if I should stay here or go back. 

1 2 3 4 5 
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Appendix 4 

 

Social Support 
These sentences talk about certain helpful behaviours that might make your stay in Ireland easier or 

more pleasant. Read each description carefully and think about if you know someone, or some people 

who would do these things. You can think about people in Ireland or people in your home country.  

 

There are no right or wrong answers. However, for the data to be meaningful, you must answer each 

statement given below as honestly as possible. 

 

Use the following scale: 

1 = No one would do this, 2 = Someone would do this, 3 = A few would do this,  

4 = Several would do this, 5 = Many would do this 

 

 No one 

would 

do this 

Someone 

would do 

this 

A few 

would 

do this 

Several 

would 

do this 

Many 

would 

do this 

1. Listen and talk with you whenever you 

feel lonely or depressed. 

1 2 3 4 5 

2. Give you real assistance in dealing with 

any communication or language 

problems that you might face. 

1 2 3 4 5 

3. Explain things to make your situation 

clearer and easier to understand. 

1 2 3 4 5 

4. Spend some quiet time with you 

whenever you do not feel like going out. 

1 2 3 4 5 

5. Explain and help you understand the 

local culture and language. 

1 2 3 4 5 

6. Go somewhere with you even if he/she 

doesn't have to. 

1 2 3 4 5 

7. Share your good times and bad times. 1 2 3 4 5 

8. Help you deal with some local 

institutions' official rules and 

regulations. 

1 2 3 4 5 

9. Go with you to do things whenever you 

need someone for company. 

1 2 3 4 5 

10. Give you necessary information to help 

become familiar with your new 

surroundings. 

1 2 3 4 5 

11. Comfort you when you feel homesick. 1 2 3 4 5 

12. Help you interpret things that you don't 

really understand 

1 2 3 4 5 
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13. Tell you what can and cannot be done in 

Ireland 

1 2 3 4 5 

14. Visit you to see how you are doing 1 2 3 4 5 

15. Tell you about available choices and 

options. 

1 2 3 4 5 

16. Spend time chatting with you whenever 

you are bored. 

1 2 3 4 5 

17. Tell you that you are loved, supported 

and cared for. 

1 2 3 4 5 

18. Show you how to do something that you 

didn't know how to do 

1 2 3 4 5 
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Appendix 5 

 

Mental Well-Being 
This part contains questions about how you feel and how things have been going with you during the 

past month. For each question, choose the answer which best matches your experience. 

1. Have you been bothered by nervousness during the past month? 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

Extremely – I could 

not work or take care 

of things 

Very Much Quite a bit Some - enough 

to bother me 

A little Not at all 

2. How much energy or vitality did you have during the past month? 

5 4 3 2 1 0 

I was full of 

energy 

I was fairly 

energetic most 

of the time 

My energy 

levels changed 

quite a bit 

I was generally 

low in energy 

I was very 

low in 

energy most 

of the time 

I had no 

energy at all. I 

felt drained 

3. I felt downhearted and blue during the past month 

5 4 3 2 1 0 

None of the time A little of the 

time 

Some of the 

time 

A good bit of 

the time 

Most of the 

time 

All of the time 

4. I was emotionally stable and sure of myself 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

None of the time A little of the 

time 

Some of the 

time 

A good bit of 

the time 

Most of the 

time 

All of the time 

5. I felt cheerful and light-hearted 

0 1 2 3 4 5 

None of the time A little of the 

time 

Some of the 

time 

A good bit of 

the time 

Most of the 

time 

All of the time 

6. I felt tired, used up or exhausted 

5 4 3 2 1 0 

None of the time A little of the 

time 

Some of the 

time 

A good bit of 

the time 

Most of the 

time 

All of the time 

 


