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Abstract—This study examines the linguistic challenges encountered by international students in Thai higher 

education, with a particular focus on how these challenges impact their academic success and psychological well-

being. A survey of 204 international students revealed that 72% experience significant anxiety during English 

interactions, which leads to social isolation and a diminished sense of belonging, as 68% struggle to connect with 

peers. The research identifies that language barriers hinder participation in extracurricular activities, 

contributing to feelings of alienation. Conversely, effective language support systems were found to enhance 

academic outcomes and reduce anxiety among students, with 78% reporting improved comprehension and 70% 

feeling more secure in communication. This study emphasizes the importance of comprehensive language 

support in facilitating the integration process, mitigating psychological distress, and fostering social connections, 

ultimately enhancing the overall experience of international students in Thailand. Recommendations for 

targeted interventions and support mechanisms are proposed to enhance linguistic competence and foster a 

more inclusive academic environment. 

 

Index Terms—linguistic challenges, cross-cultural adjustment, international students, Thai university 

 

I.  INTRODUCTION 

This paper focuses on the linguistic challenges faced by international students—an essential yet often neglected aspect 

of cross-cultural adaptation, particularly within Thai higher education contexts. The rising number of international 

students in Thailand, driven by comparatively affordable tuition and living costs, highlights the growing need to better 

understand their acculturation experiences (Chaiyasat, 2020). While student mobility research has traditionally 

emphasized East-to-West migration patterns, the increasing presence of American students in Thailand signals a shift that 

requires deeper examination of cultural adjustment processes in non-Western academic environments (Rybo-LoPresti & 

Rhein, 2021). This study investigates the academic difficulties international students encounter due to cultural differences, 

particularly those related to English language proficiency, which remains central to both academic engagement and social 

participation (Lugman, 2022; Andrade, 2009). Proficiency in the host language or in the lingua franca of instruction is 

widely recognized as a key determinant of academic success and smooth adaptation (Wilczewski & Alon, 2022). Yet, 

despite strong motivation and effort, many international students continue to face linguistic barriers that hinder their 

academic development and affect their overall well-being (Diaz & Iqbal, 2024). These barriers may include difficulties 

in understanding academic texts, participating in class discussions, or engaging socially—tasks that are critical for 

successful transition and integration into a new academic culture (Zakaria et al., 2024). As such, linguistic challenges can 

substantially influence international students’ acculturation process and academic outcomes, reinforcing the need for a 

more comprehensive understanding of their experiences in diverse educational settings (Alshenqeeti, 2016). More 

specifically, this study explores how linguistic barriers contribute to psychological distress and restrict social integration 

among international students in Thai universities (Gatwiri, 2015). Beyond academic contexts, these challenges often 

extend into daily life, where unfamiliar cultural and linguistic norms can intensify stress and foster feelings of isolation 

(Wu et al., 2015; Gatwiri, 2015). Over time, these difficulties may impede successful adaptation, potentially undermining 

academic performance and overall well-being (Lai et al., 2023). 
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For example, feelings of homesickness, culture shock, and financial strain are often intensified by communication 

barriers, which in turn heighten acculturative stress and contribute to social exclusion among international students 

(Mutongoza & Olawale, 2023; Parray et al., 2020). Language and communication challenges are consistently identified 

as some of the most significant obstacles during international students’ adjustment process—often outweighing academic 

concerns (Forbes‐Mewett & Sawyer, 2016). Limited proficiency in the host language and difficulties communicating with 

local students can impede academic progress and negatively affect well-being (Wilczewski & Alon, 2022). 

Difficulties in expressing ideas clearly due to linguistic barriers can lead to a range of academic and social challenges, 

ultimately affecting students’ performance and interpersonal engagement (Ennin & Manariyo, 2023). These experiences 

may also erode self-confidence and amplify feelings of loneliness, particularly when students find it difficult to build 

meaningful relationships with domestic peers (Abdul-Rahaman et al., 2022). Such barriers are especially critical, as 

inadequate language proficiency has been linked to academic disengagement and reduced overall life satisfaction among 

international students (Oduwaye et al., 2023). 

Low proficiency in English has been consistently linked to increased cultural stress, academic challenges, and negative 

emotional responses among international students, largely due to the language’s central role in information processing 

and cognitive regulation (Gatwiri, 2015). As a result, students may experience heightened anxiety and social withdrawal, 

which can impede their integration into new academic and social settings (Lim & Vighnarajah, 2018). Language and 

cultural adjustment difficulties also contribute significantly to psychological distress, sometimes manifesting in 

obsessive–compulsive tendencies marked by persistent worry, rumination, and perfectionism (Khawaja & Dempsey, 

2007). 

The combined effects of linguistic and cultural barriers can influence many aspects of daily life, including housing, 

administrative processes, and academic responsibilities, progressively diminishing students’ confidence—especially in 

cases where peer or institutional support is limited (Abdul-Rahaman et al., 2022). These interconnected challenges 

highlight the need for targeted support initiatives that address both linguistic competencies and the broader psychosocial 

dimensions of international student adjustment (Dombou et al., 2023). 

This study aims to examine in depth the linguistic challenges experienced by international students in Thai higher 

education and to assess how these challenges influence both academic integration and psychological well-being. 

Specifically, it explores how language barriers may contribute to anxiety, isolation, and a diminished sense of belonging 

among international students (Lari et al., 2025; Qian & Yu, 2023). The study also seeks to identify effective strategies 

and institutional interventions that can help reduce these challenges and promote a more inclusive and supportive learning 

environment. A secondary goal is to evaluate whether strengthened language support mechanisms can improve academic 

performance while also enhancing mental health resilience and overall adjustment among international students (Elkhodr 

et al., 2024). The findings of this research are expected to inform targeted policy development and intervention design 

aimed at improving international student experiences in non-Western academic contexts. In doing so, this study 

contributes to ongoing discussions on how to better support international students’ holistic development, well-being, and 

academic success (Hofhuis et al., 2023; Wilczewski & Alon, 2022). 

Globally, the growing mobility of students pursuing higher education has positioned internationalization as a defining 

feature of the modern academic landscape, with millions of students seeking educational opportunities abroad each year 

(Razgulin et al., 2023). By 2020, more than 6.3 million international students were enrolled in universities worldwide, 

reflecting a substantial expansion of global higher education mobility since the late 1980s (Maharaj et al., 2024). This 

rapid growth highlights the need for universities to better address the unique challenges encountered by international 

students, particularly those affecting academic engagement and social integration (Abdul-Rahaman et al., 2022). 

As this trend continues, host institutions carry increasing responsibility to cultivate environments that support 

international students’ learning and well-being while facilitating navigation of cultural and linguistic differences (Ashton-

Hay et al., 2016). Nevertheless, although international academic exchange offers numerous benefits, language barriers 

remain a persistent challenge that can hinder successful integration and limit opportunities for forming multicultural 

friendships and collaborative networks (Abdul-Rahaman et al., 2022). 

This research examines the influence of foreign language anxiety on the academic success of international students in 

Thai higher education and aims to identify strategies that enhance language proficiency while reducing communication 

barriers (Han et al., 2022). The study hypothesizes that higher levels of foreign language anxiety are negatively associated 

with academic performance and social integration among international students in Thailand, and that targeted 

interventions can lessen these effects. The paper begins with a review of existing literature on foreign language anxiety 

and its implications for academic achievement and social adjustment. This is followed by an analysis of empirical data 

collected from international students enrolled in Thai universities to evaluate the proposed hypothesis. Based on the 

findings, the paper proposes evidence-based recommendations for pedagogical practices and institutional support 

structures designed to reduce language-related anxiety and promote a more inclusive academic environment for 

international learners. Additionally, this study distinguishes foreign language anxiety from general anxiety, emphasizing 

its unique characteristics within the language learning context (Özdemir & Seçkin, 2025). 
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II.  LITERATURE REVIEW 

A.  Cross-Cultural Adjustment: The U-Shaped Curve Model 

Research on stress, coping strategies, and the psychological adjustment of international students gained considerable 

scholarly attention during the 1950s and 1960s (Chaiyasat, 2020). Within the framework of acculturation theory, the 

adaptation process experienced by individuals is commonly divided into four sequential stages: honeymoon, crisis or 

culture shock, recovery, and adjustment. Drawing upon this framework, Lysgaard (1955) introduced the well-known U-

shaped curve model of cross-cultural adjustment. In this model, time is represented on the horizontal axis, whereas levels 

of happiness or satisfaction are positioned on the vertical axis. The process begins with a period of excitement and 

optimism as individuals encounter a new cultural environment, often referred to as the honeymoon stage. This initial 

enthusiasm is typically followed by a decline in emotional well-being during the crisis or culture shock stage, 

characterized by both psychological and physical difficulties. Over time, individuals gradually regain emotional stability 

during the recovery stage and ultimately achieve a higher degree of integration and adaptation within the host society 

during the adjustment or mastery stage. Despite its significant influence, Lysgaard’s model has been criticized for its 

limited empirical support, particularly the absence of substantial qualitative evidence underpinning the framework. 

Several years later, anthropologist Kalvero Oberg (1960) proposed a comparable model of cross-cultural adaptation 

that further developed the concept of culture shock through psychological and intercultural perspectives. This framework 

was later elaborated upon by Rhein (2018), who provided a more comprehensive interpretation and justification for each 

stage of the adaptation process. According to Rhein, the honeymoon stage is marked by enthusiasm, fascination, and 

feelings of excitement toward the host culture. In contrast, the disenchantment stage involves various psychological 

challenges, including anxiety, fear, anger, homesickness, and helplessness, accompanied by physical symptoms such as 

insomnia, overeating, excessive drinking, and weight gain (Chaiyasat, 2020). 

The recovery stage emerges when individuals begin to feel more comfortable with the new cultural environment, 

including its language, values, and social practices. Eventually, during the mastery stage, individuals achieve greater 

cultural competence and become more fully integrated into the host community. Rhein’s (2018) explanation of the four 

stages of cross-cultural adjustment aligns closely with the earlier conceptualizations proposed by Lysgaard (1955) and 

Oberg (1960). Collectively, these models conceptualize cross-cultural adaptation as a dynamic process represented 

through the U-shaped curve of adjustment, as illustrated in Figure 1. 
 

 
Figure 1. U-Shaped Curve of Cross-Cultural Adjustment as Described by Oberg (1960) 

 

B.  The Affect-Behavior-Cognition (ABC) Model 

An alternative perspective on cross-cultural adaptation was introduced by Ward and Kennedy (2001) through the 

development of the ABC model, which was designed to explain the transitional experiences of individuals in intercultural 

settings. Compared with conventional interpretations of culture shock, this framework is considered to establish a stronger 

connection with issues related to psychological distress and mental health (Chaiyasat, 2020). Conceptually, the model 

was grounded in John W. Berry’s theory of acculturation developed during the 1980s (Srisakda, 2018). Berry’s framework 

explains acculturation as a process through which individuals negotiate the relationship between their cultural identity of 

origin and the culture of the host society. Within this model, four principal acculturation strategies are identified: 

integration, separation, assimilation, and marginalization (Berry, 2006; Berry et al., 2011). These strategies subsequently 

form a classification of four social groups, namely integrated, separated, assimilated, and marginalized individuals 

(Chaiyasat, 2020). 

Building upon this theoretical foundation, Ward and Kennedy (2001) refined Berry’s acculturation theory by 

incorporating three key dimensions derived from their Affect–Behavior–Cognition (ABC) framework. These dimensions 
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consist of stress and coping, cultural learning, and social identification. Within the ABC perspective, stress and coping 

are associated with the affective dimension, cultural learning is linked to behavioral adaptation, and social identification 

corresponds to the cognitive dimension of cross-cultural adjustment. Through the integration of these concepts, the ABC 

model offers a more comprehensive understanding of the psychological, behavioral, and cognitive processes involved in 

intercultural adaptation (Chaiyasat, 2020). 

C.  Anxiety 

For instance, the theoretical underpinnings for understanding foreign language anxiety often draw from broader 

psychological theories of anxiety, while simultaneously acknowledging the unique linguistic and cultural components 

that distinguish FLA from general anxiety (Boltayevich et al., 2025). Specifically, this theoretical framework will 

integrate concepts such as Horwitz's Foreign Language Classroom Anxiety Scale to operationalize anxiety within a 

language learning context, alongside theories of identity formation and acculturation to understand the broader impact on 

international students (Paneerselvam & Yamat, 2021; Almashour, 2024). This holistic approach allows for a 

comprehensive examination of how linguistic insecurity, fear of negative evaluation, and communication apprehension 

manifest in foreign language learners (Özdemir & Seçkin, 2025). It also incorporates insights from studies that investigate 

the perceived causes of anxiety and its coping mechanisms among students, particularly in oral presentation contexts 

(Docena et al., 2023; Rafieyan, 2016). Furthermore, this section delves into self-determination theory, exploring how 

basic psychological needs and L2 motivation influence the learner's emotional experience and engagement in language 

learning (Alamer & Almulhim, 2021). Moreover, a detailed exploration of idiodynamic approaches can illuminate the 

real-time fluctuations of anxiety and enjoyment during language tasks, offering a granular understanding of affective 

states (Aubrey, 2022; Gregersen et al., 2014). 

D.  Language Acquisition 

This theory examines how individuals acquire and develop proficiency in a second or foreign language, considering 

both cognitive and socio-affective factors. It encompasses various perspectives, from Krashen's input hypothesis to 

Vygotsky's sociocultural theory, each offering insights into the complex processes involved in mastering a new linguistic 

system. These theories are crucial for understanding how emotional factors, such as anxiety, can impede or facilitate the 

acquisition process (Haroud et al., 2025). Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development highlights the importance of social 

interaction and scaffolding in language learning, suggesting that anxiety can disrupt this crucial guided engagement, 

thereby hindering skill development (Yuan, 2025). Building on these frameworks, Horwitz et al. specifically identified 

communication apprehension, fear of negative evaluation, and test anxiety as distinct categories of foreign language 

anxiety that directly impede the development of linguistic skills across speaking, listening, reading, and writing domains 

(Özdemir & Seçkin, 2025). This perspective underscores the necessity of considering affective variables in pedagogical 

approaches, as heightened anxiety can significantly compromise a learner's ability to process linguistic input and produce 

output effectively (Sari, 2020). The "affective filter" hypothesis further posits that high anxiety levels can block 

comprehensible input, thereby limiting language acquisition (Jing-ping, 2021). 

E.  Acculturation 

This theory illuminates how international students navigate the linguistic and cultural demands of a new academic 

setting, often experiencing a complex interplay of emotions that impact their language learning journey (Byrd & Abrams, 

2022). Specifically, it examines how cultural stress, discrimination, and a sense of belonging or alienation can exacerbate 

or mitigate foreign language anxiety, affecting overall academic performance and well-being (Shao et al., 2020). The 

theoretical background thus integrates these three interconnected domains—anxiety, language acquisition, and 

acculturation—to provide a robust framework for investigating the multifaceted challenges encountered by international 

students in higher education. This interdisciplinary approach allows for a nuanced understanding of how these factors 

collectively shape the lived experiences and academic trajectories of this student demographic. Anxiety, characterized by 

feelings of tension and apprehension, is a common phenomenon among students that can significantly impact their 

learning processes (Lin, 2022). While a moderate degree of anxiety can enhance motivation and performance, excessive 

levels are detrimental to learning outcomes across various skills (Özdemir & Seçkin, 2025). In the context of language 

acquisition, anxiety is specifically associated with poorer proficiency and actively hinders the development and 

improvement of language skills (Kim et al., 2025). This type of anxiety, termed Foreign Language Anxiety, is a distinct 

construct encompassing negative emotional reactions and worries specific to learning or using a second language 

(Alsalooli & Tale, 2022). It is a prevalent issue among foreign language learners since the 1970s, manifesting as a complex 

of self-perceptions, beliefs, feelings, and behaviors tied to classroom language learning (Lin, 2022). This pervasive 

phenomenon can manifest as a fear of negative evaluation, communication apprehension, and test-taking anxiety, 

significantly impeding a student's ability to engage effectively with the target language (Ahmed, 2021). This form of 

anxiety can impact students across all intellectual and academic ability levels, manifesting as worry, fear, and 

apprehension (Wakuma, 2025). This distinct psychological phenomenon is often connected to an inability to freely 

communicate with native and non-native foreign language speakers, leading to adverse emotional responses such as 

apprehension, shame, and low self-esteem (Valieva et al., 2019). These emotional burdens can prevent learners from 
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engaging in communicative activities, thereby limiting opportunities for linguistic practice and development (Haroud et 

al., 2025). 

III.  METHODOLOGY 

This section outlines the methodological framework of the study, detailing the procedures and materials used to address 

the research questions and ensure the reproducibility of the findings. It includes a description of the research design, 

participant selection, data collection instruments, and analytical procedures employed to meet the study’s objectives 

(Shanmugam & Jeevarathinam, 2023). This study uses a mixed method. This method was used to answer the following 

research questions (1) Language Barriers Contribute to Feelings of Anxiety, Isolation, and Reduced Sense of Belonging 

Among International Students, and (2) Language Support Systems to Enhance Academic Outcomes and Strengthen the 

Mental Resilience of International Students, thereby Promoting a More Conducive Learning Environment. This method 

consists of two steps. First, it included collecting qualitative data through in-depth interviews to understand the subjective 

experiences of international students related to language barriers and their impact on their mental resilience. Second, it 

included quantitative data collection through a standardized survey to measure the level of anxiety, isolation, and sense 

of belonging (Nazır, 2024). This mixed-method approach enables data integration between rich qualitative data and 

measurable quantitative data to provide a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon (Park et al., 2024). The mixed 

method enables the researcher to integrate qualitative and quantitative data, providing a richer and in-depth understanding 

compared to only using one (Hulaifah & Sibuea, 2023). This approach also increases the validity and reliability of the 

research findings by providing various perspectives that complement each other (Suharyanti et al., 2018, p. 284). 

The subjects of this study were foreign students at Walailak University in 2024. The data on the research subjects are 

presented in the following table. 
 

TABLE 1 

SUBJECTS OF STUDY 

No Country 

Number of people in the 

program Total 

Bachelor's Masters's Doctor 

1 Cambodia 1 0 4 5 

2 Kenya 0 1 2 3 

3 Sierra Leone 0 0 1 1 

4 Zambia 0 1 0 1 

5 Somalia 0 1 0 1 

6 Timor-Leste 0 1 0 1 

7 Tanzania 0 0 1 1 

8 Nepal 0 0 1 1 

9 Nigeria 0 0 1 1 

10 Bangladesh 0 0 2 2 

11 Pakistan 0 1 4 5 

12 Myanmar 16 2 2 20 

13 Philippines 3 3 0 6 

14 Bhutan 0 2 0 2 

15 Uganda 0 0 1 1 

16 Vietnam 2 1 4 7 

17 Sri Lanka 0 0 1 1 

18 Indonesia 3 0 1 4 

19 Afghanistan 0 0 1 1 

20 Egypt 0 0 1 1 

21 Ethiopia 0 0 3 3 

22 Russia 1 0 0 1 

23 Bahrain 1 0 0 1 

24 Zimbabwe 1 0 0 1 

25 United States of America 1 0 0 1 

26 India 2 0 0 2 

27 Iran 0 0 1 1 

28 China 18 37 74 129 

 Total 49 50 105 204 

 

The data were collected through interviews and surveys. The instruments used to collect the data were (1) an interview 

guide and (2) a survey. The data collected were analyzed qualitatively and quantitatively. 
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IV.  RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

A.  Language Barriers Contribute to Feelings of Anxiety, Isolation, and Reduced Sense of Belonging Among 

International Students 

The findings of this study indicate that language barriers contribute to anxiety, isolation, and a sense of belonging in 

international students, which can be understood through the lenses of language anxiety, social isolation, sense of 

belonging, and coping strategies. 

In terms of language anxiety, the survey results from 204 international students revealed that 72% of respondents 

reported significant anxiety when interacting in English, both inside and outside the classroom. This anxiety primarily 

manifests in public speaking contexts and during group discussions, where some students feel pressured due to their 

inability to express themselves effectively. Students with lower English proficiency tend to experience higher levels of 

anxiety, which affects their willingness to engage in social interactions. 

Furthermore, the findings revealed a strong connection between language barriers and social isolation among 

international students. Approximately 68% of respondents reported experiencing difficulties when attempting to socialize 

with peers and local students, which subsequently contributed to feelings of alienation from the broader campus 

environment. Many participants indicated that they spent more time alone and felt less integrated into campus life. This 

sense of isolation was further reinforced by challenges in understanding everyday conversations and participating in 

extracurricular or informal activities beyond classroom settings. Such difficulties suggest that linguistic limitations not 

only hinder academic engagement but also impede the development of meaningful social relationships, which are essential 

for psychological well-being and successful cultural adaptation. 

In relation to the sense of belonging, the findings indicate that 65% of respondents reported feeling only minimally 

connected to their university community. Language barriers were identified as a key factor contributing to this diminished 

affiliation, as many students expressed difficulty engaging in extracurricular activities and student organizations that 

primarily operate in English. When asked about participation in campus initiatives, a significant portion of students 

reported choosing not to participate due to fears of misunderstanding or being judged by their peers. Consequently, these 

factors collectively contribute to reduced involvement in university life and weaken students’ overall sense of belonging 

within the campus environment. 

Additionally, regarding coping strategies, the findings indicate that despite experiencing language-related challenges, 

some students actively developed mechanisms to manage their anxiety and social isolation. Approximately 54% of 

respondents reported the use of technology—such as language-learning applications, translation tools, and social media 

platforms—to enhance their language proficiency and build new social networks. This suggests that, while linguistic and 

cultural barriers persist, students demonstrate resilience and agency in adapting to an unfamiliar academic and cultural 

environment. 

Overall, the findings illustrate that language barriers at Walailak University significantly affect international students' 

emotional well-being and engagement, particularly contributing to elevated anxiety, feelings of isolation, and a 

diminished sense of belonging. These outcomes highlight the need for institutional and pedagogical interventions aimed 

at fostering an inclusive and supportive learning environment. Strengthening communication support systems, developing 

structured language assistance programs, and enhancing opportunities for intercultural interaction may reduce anxiety, 

facilitate smoother adjustment, and ultimately improve the academic and social experience of international students 

studying in Thailand. 

B.  Language Support Systems to Enhance Academic Outcomes and Strengthen the Mental Resilience of International 

Students, Thereby Promoting a More Conducive Learning Environment 

The findings further reveal a positive correlation between structured language support systems and improved academic 

performance among international students. Approximately 78% of respondents who participated in language support 

initiatives—such as tutoring, mentoring, and skill-building workshops—reported that these programs significantly 

enhanced their understanding of course content. Many respondents specifically noted measurable improvements in their 

English language proficiency, particularly in reading and writing, which subsequently contributed to higher academic 

achievement. Moreover, the availability of English tutors and intensive language training played a crucial role in 

increasing students’ confidence and enabling more active participation in classroom discussions and academic activities. 

These outcomes suggest that well-implemented institutional support mechanisms can mitigate language-related 

challenges and foster a more equitable learning environment for international students. 

Furthermore, in relation to mental resilience, the study found that effective language support systems also contribute 

positively to the psychological well-being of international students. Approximately 70% of respondents reported that 

access to language support programs helped reduce anxiety and stress associated with academic communication. These 

initiatives provided a greater sense of confidence and security when engaging in coursework, which is essential for 

maintaining emotional stability. Several students also indicated that having opportunities to participate in discussion 

groups and speaking practice sessions made them feel more comfortable in classroom settings. These supportive 

environments not only alleviated feelings of alienation but also strengthened students’ social networks, thereby enhancing 

their overall sense of community and belonging on campus. 
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In terms of the overall learning environment, the implementation of enhanced language support systems contributed 

significantly to creating a more conducive and supportive academic atmosphere. Approximately 75% of respondents 

reported feeling more motivated to engage in coursework and participate in academic discussions when such support was 

available. Moreover, language support initiatives improved interpersonal interactions between international and local 

students. Peer mentoring programs, in particular, played an important role in strengthening social relationships and 

fostering meaningful engagement within the campus community. As a result, these interventions helped cultivate a more 

inclusive and collaborative educational setting, benefiting not only international students but the broader student 

population as well. 

Additionally, the findings indicate that participation in extracurricular activities, when paired with language support, 

plays a significant role in strengthening students’ self-confidence and resilience in facing both academic and non-

academic challenges. Approximately 65% of respondents reported that involvement in campus activities—facilitated by 

language support—helped reduce stress levels and increased their motivation to learn. Access to various programs, such 

as speaking workshops, cultural events, and social engagement activities, enabled international students to feel more 

integrated and empowered within the university environment. 

Overall, the study demonstrates that the enhanced language support system at Walailak University not only improves 

academic outcomes but also contributes to greater psychological resilience among international students. By fostering a 

more supportive and inclusive learning environment, language support initiatives help students feel more confident, 

connected, and capable of succeeding in both academic and social domains. These findings highlight the importance of 

developing comprehensive language support strategies as a key component in promoting international student success 

within a globalized university context. 

The findings of this study emphasize the pivotal role of English language proficiency in reducing cultural stress, 

academic difficulties, and negative emotional responses among international students, reinforcing its centrality for 

effective communication and learning (Gatwiri, 2015). These results align with prior research demonstrating that language 

difficulties are among the most critical challenges shaping international students’ psychological well-being and overall 

adjustment to university life (Gatwiri, 2015; Forbes‐Mewett & Sawyer, 2016). Notably, communication barriers were 

reported as more stressful than academic workload, further highlighting their significant impact on students’ adaptation 

and daily functioning (Forbes‐Mewett & Sawyer, 2016). The present study confirms that insufficient English proficiency 

hinders academic participation, limits social interaction, and disrupts intercultural learning, leading to increased anxiety, 

isolation, and reduced belonging among international students (Andrade, 2009; Abdul-Rahaman et al., 2022). These 

findings reinforce the need for targeted language support systems to facilitate smoother academic transitions and enhance 

students’ overall higher education experiences (Gatwiri, 2015; Zhao & Shang, 2022; Martirosyan et al., 2015). Language 

barriers also contribute to negative academic attitudes, difficulties adapting to instructional styles, and decreased learning 

motivation, which may trigger psychological distress (Qian & Yu, 2023). Proficiency in the host language—particularly 

English—is therefore essential for acculturation, mental health stability, and academic success (Shen, 2023; Alshenqeeti, 

2016). Host national connectedness, strengthened through language competence, has been shown to mediate the 

relationship between personal resources and adaptive student outcomes, improving psychological adjustment and well-

being (Bethel et al., 2020). This reinforces the value of comprehensive language support programs that enhance social 

integration, reduce acculturative stress, and improve academic performance (Bethel et al., 2020; Parray et al., 2020). Two 

dominant research trajectories emerge from existing literature: the direct impact of second-language proficiency and the 

influence of host-country interaction on student adaptation (Wilczewski & Alon, 2022). Without a shared language, 

meaningful relationships between international and domestic students are difficult to establish, limiting opportunities for 

academic collaboration and intercultural exchange (Abdul-Rahaman et al., 2022). Strengthening linguistic competence is 

therefore vital for preventing isolation, homesickness, and related socio-emotional challenges (Lim & Vighnarajah, 2018; 

Wilczewski & Alon, 2022). As global higher education continues expanding, language, financial barriers, and social 

isolation remain dominant determinants of international students’ well-being (Elkhodr et al., 2024). Accordingly, 

universities must prioritize structured language support programs—formal and informal—that foster meaningful 

communication, build support networks, and enhance academic engagement (Bethel et al., 2020). These interventions 

should form part of a broader institutional strategy aimed at strengthening acculturation and mitigating psychological 

risks associated with cultural transition (Gómez et al., 2014; Razgulin et al., 2023; Gebregergis & Csukonyi, 2025). Strong 

communication skills further enable international students to navigate unfamiliar environments, engage in intercultural 

dialogue, and build diverse support networks—key processes in reducing acculturative stress and fostering psychological 

resilience (Bozdağ, 2020; Wilczewski & Alon, 2022). Thus, language programs must be positioned not merely as 

academic aids, but as essential components of holistic support systems that ensure equitable access to learning and campus 

life (Dombou et al., 2023; Miranda & Lin, 2012). Such initiatives can reduce personal, social, and cultural loneliness 

while improving belonging and connection to the academic community (Girmay & Singh, 2019). In this context, effective 

language development shifts from a supplementary service to a foundational institutional priority necessary for student 

integration, well-being, and success (Arthur, 2017; Hofhuis et al., 2023). Strengthening language support can alleviate 

psychosocial pressures, enhance mental health outcomes, and facilitate smoother academic and social adjustment (Shen, 

2023). This becomes increasingly urgent given rising mental health challenges among international students linked to 

sociocultural adjustment difficulties and limited support networks (Razgulin et al., 2023; Dingle et al., 2024). Evidence 
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further suggests that culturally responsive programming and strong support systems are among the most effective 

approaches in improving student resilience (Lari et al., 2025). Therefore, higher education institutions must adopt holistic 

support frameworks integrating academic, linguistic, and psychosocial assistance tailored to the unique needs of 

international learners (Martirosyan et al., 2019). 

V.  CONCLUSION 

The findings revealed that a majority of participants (72%) reported experiencing anxiety when communicating in 

English, particularly in situations involving public speaking or group interactions. This increased anxiety contributed to 

avoidance behavior and reduced social participation, ultimately reinforcing feelings of isolation, with 68% of respondents 

reporting difficulty forming social relationships with peers. This suggests that language barriers contribute to feelings of 

anxiety, isolation, and a reduced sense of belonging among international university students in Thailand. Further findings 

of the study were that approximately 78% of international university students in Thailand who accessed language support 

services reported improved comprehension of academic material, while 70% noted significant decreases in anxiety and 

stress levels. These findings suggest that targeted language support systems not only improve academic performance but 

also provide psychological reassurance, allowing students to feel more confident in their communication skills. 

Furthermore, the first conclusion of this study states that language barriers cause feelings of anxiety, isolation, and a 

reduced sense of belonging among international students at universities in Thailand. Based on this conclusion, it is 

recommended that universities in Thailand develop programs to overcome language barriers for international students in 

Thailand. These programs can include foreign language courses within the university and Thai language courses at the 

university. The second conclusion of this study is that a targeted language support system not only improves academic 

performance but also provides psychological peace. Therefore, it is recommended that universities in Thailand increase 

the number of extracurricular activities and peer mentors for international students at Thai universities. 
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