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Hello 

                              Bonjour            

                       مرحبا

                  Hallo            

ciao                            xin chào                             merhaba 

               হ্যাল া                                   こんにちは                ¡Hola            

 

                                                           

Counselling Service  

 

A fresher’s guide for International  

and EU students 

 sveiki                                               Hej                سالم

 Tere                                      cześć 

                     Halo                                       Здравей                 Olá  

           Hoy                               Alo 

Hei                   Ni hao                                                            привет 

                                                          ahoj 

      მიესალმები                                                    здраво 

 ہیلو                           γειά σου                     zdravo                       שלום

           hallå                               नमस्ते                Helló      
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Hello and welcome to all international and EU students. Leaving home 

and coming to study here at Durham University causes mixed emotions 

for all students. This leaflet aims to make your transition to living and 

studying at Durham as easy as possible, allowing you to make the most 

of your time here.  

A time of great change 

All students who decide to go to University face a major life change, as 

many have to leave home for the first time. For international students 

this change can be even greater.  You have to face multiple challenges 

in terms of living and studying in a new country, with differences in 

culture, rules and systems, educational methods and often language. 

The extent of the change and its effects on you may surprise you, 

regardless of the fact that you planned and prepared for this change. If 

you find yourself surprised by these effects, we want to reassure you 

that your experience is normal and can affect any student, whichever 

country they come from, irrespective of the fact that some cultures have 

more similarities than others.  

In order to understand the effects of change it is important to look at how 

our identities are formed by our culture and our personal relationships. 

What is culture? 

Cultures consist of a set of rules that are generally widely accepted and 

they do not usually need explanations. Some of the visible aspects of a 

culture are, for example, people’s facial expressions and gestures, food 

and eating habits, houses and buildings, family organisation, law and 

order, celebrations and music, literature and art. Underlying these there 

are some invisible aspects of culture, such as the concept of self, values 

and beliefs, attitude towards time, and some unwritten rules regarding 

behaviour and relating to others. Our culture is part of who we are, it’s a 

place where we feel comfortable and know what it is expected of us. 
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Cultural shock  

The effect of moving from one familiar culture to an unfamiliar one and 

difficulties adjusting to the new one is called ‘cultural shock’.  Anyone 

who travels abroad to study, work, live or even take a holiday, can 

experience cultural shock.  Living in a new environment, learning the 

ways of a new country and meeting lots of new people can be very 

demanding. Cultural shock affects individuals in different ways. Being 

separated from important people in your life, such as family members, 

friends, colleagues or teachers, who have been there at difficult times of 

your life, can add to the shock. You may realise that you miss a lot of 

familiar sights, sounds, smells or tastes.  If you are tired or jet-lagged 

when you arrive, even small things can be upsetting. A few aspects of 

the culture you may find most different are identified below:- 

Differences that you might notice: 

Language  

Listening and speaking in a foreign language continuously requires a lot 

of attention and you can find yourself feeling tired. It is possible that the 

regional accent can make the language even more difficult to 

understand, even if you learned English at home. If people around you 

speak fast or use their ‘local language’ you may feel embarrassed to ask 

them to repeat or explain what they said. You may find yourself missing 

your own first language that you used as part of your everyday 

interactions at home. You may also find that people may not understand 

certain expressions or sayings from your language as they may not 

translate into English well. However, the more you interact and speak 

English, the easier it is going to become.  

Space 

Cultures have different conventions about interpersonal space.  People 

from some cultures stand and converse at much closer distances than 

British people.  Feelings of discomfort can soon be generated in such 

circumstances by the person who feels their space is being “intruded” 

into.  However, you are often not fully aware of why you are 

experiencing such discomfort. 
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Climate 

You may find that the British climate is affecting you a lot as it is 

unpredictable and very changeable. You may find the greyness and the 

rain or wind difficult to get used to particularly in the winter months.  You 

may experience weather conditions (e.g. snow) that you have never 

encountered before, particularly if you come from a 

warmer climate.  

Dress  

Because of the climate you will need warm and waterproof clothing for 

your time in the UK; you may find it uncomfortable wearing heavy 

clothing. Students at UK Universities generally dress informally, but you 

may find that clothes that are accepted in the UK may be considered 

unacceptable in your own culture and this could come as a shock to you 

at first.  

Food 

You may find British food strange, particularly if you are living in catered 

accommodation. Differences in cooking methods, flavours and tastes 

may make food in Durham seem bland or heavy compared to what you 

were used to at home. Studying in the UK gives the opportunity to try 

food from many different cultures, as there are a variety of international 

restaurants and food shops (you can find more information about these 

through the University International Office, the Student Union or the local 

Tourist Information office).  

Health  

Once you arrive at the University you will be asked to register with the 

University Health Centre.  Some healthcare services are free to 

International students and some have to be paid for.  Students from 

European Economic Area (EEA/EU) and Switzerland need to obtain a 

European Health Insurance card prior to leaving their home country. For 

further info refer to the link: http://www.ehic.org.uk/Internet/home.do 

.This card entitles them to free NHS treatment even if their course is less 

than six months (e.g. Erasmus). Some countries have bilateral health 

http://www.ehic.org.uk/Internet/home.do
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care agreements with the UK, but this can change often, so for the most 

up to date list please check the official gov.uk website.  For further 

information regarding which treatments are free and which incur a 

charge, please ask your GP.  

Any counselling sessions you receive from the University Counselling 

Service are without charge. 

Social rules and values 

Social behaviours may confuse, surprise, or even offend you (e.g. 

couples holding hands or kissing in public). In terms of gender for 

example, men and women in the UK are entitled to the same rights and 

respect in all aspects of life.  You may find that relationships and social 

interactions between different groups of society (e.g. student/lecturer, 

man/woman) more formal or less formal when compared with those in 

your own country. This is because every culture has some unwritten 

social rules that affect the way people behave with each other. 

Common topics of conversation may be different here, for example, 

talking about the weather is a common theme in Britain.  You may find 

that people from other cultures have differences concerning what is 

important to them.  We all have priorities in our lives and allocate time 

for different tasks based on these priorities. People do not always share 

the same ideas, core values and beliefs. Deeply embedded sets of 

values, norms and beliefs are the substances of a culture. You may find 

it surprising or even distressing that people hold different ideas or core 

values and beliefs, and you may feel confused or unsure of how to 

respond to them. It is better to suspend any judgements and try to 

understand what other people say or do and how these fit into the 

context of their culture. This will help you to understand how other 

people see your behaviour as well as you understanding theirs.   
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Educational differences 

You may find yourself feeling surprised at the way teaching is conducted 

in the UK. Many programmes, for example, have seminars or tutorials 

where students are invited to enter into debate with their fellow students 

and/or their academic lecturers and express their own opinion - critical 

thinking is also often required in your written work as well. You may find 

it difficult to adjust to this teaching style but it has been developed to 

promote independent thinking. There could also be differences in the 

assessment process. If you have any concerns about this please 

discuss it with your academic advisor.  

You may have been used to a different grading system in your home or 

wherever you were educated previously. In the UK it is more probable 

that you will receive marks between 40% and 60%. Any mark above 

60% is considered to be a very good one and a mark above 70% is 

considered to be an exceptional mark. With this in mind, you may avoid 

being disappointed if your marks at Durham are lower than those you 

received previously. If, however, you have any concerns please discuss 

them with your lecturer.  

Time  

One of the key characteristics of British culture is punctuality. In 

academic and working life in particular, it is very important to be on time. 

Therefore it is imperative that you are on time for your lectures, seminars 

or any meetings you have with academic or other staff. If you are going 

to be late, try to let the person(s) know in advance. Parties and many 

other social events are more relaxed regarding times, but you should 

aim to be on time for a dinner or function with a timed element like a film 

or concert. 

Cultural quirks  

Another characteristic of British life is queuing. You will have to queue 

for most public services and transport (e.g. banks, post-offices, 

supermarkets, trains and buses etc.). Queuing is seen as polite and 

respectful of others and if you fail to do so, you may seem bad 

mannered and people might express annoyance towards you.  
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Feelings you may experience as part of the stages of 

cultural transition: 

 Prior to your arrival you may feel a mixture of excitement, together 

with some nervousness. You may find yourself wondering: “what 

will it be like?”; “what will the other students be like?”; “will I be able 

to cope with the work?” and many more questions.  

 You may feel pressure to do well in your studies, not only to fulfil 

your own dreams and ambitions, but also to meet the expectations 

of your family left behind at home. 

 Students often experience a ‘honeymoon period’ when they first 

arrive, where everything seems exciting and wonderful. 

 This is sometimes followed by a period of ‘cultural shock’ - you 

may be feeling lonely and lost, lacking in confidence or have 

difficulty making decisions. This can result in isolating yourself; 

being uncertain; confused and homesick (you can find out more 

about homesickness from our Homesickness leaflet). 

 Sometimes the above feelings present themselves as feelings of 

being run down and tired. You may find yourself being prone to 

minor illnesses, such as colds, headaches or upset stomachs.  

 After that stage, you may feel disappointed because some of your 

expectations have not been met. You may find yourself rejecting 

the differences you encounter and feeling angry or frustrated 

towards the new culture. This is a normal reaction, as you 

reconnect with what you value about your own culture. 

 Following that period, you may gradually realise that some things 

are simply different to what you expected – and you may even 

think some things are better!  You may be in the process of 

negotiation - choosing to integrate some of the beliefs you like and 

rejecting those you don’t. You may gradually become more familiar 

with the new situations and be able to deal with these problems, 

based on your growing experience. 
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 In the end your personality may be changed, incorporating the 

things you may come to value in the UK. You will be able to live 

happily by accepting the differences and similarities you’re 

experiencing, and feeling confident in your own beliefs and values. 

 When the time comes to return to your home country you may 

experience a reverse ‘cultural shock’. You may have a feeling of 

loss for the beliefs and values that you have adopted while living in 

the UK.  

The above are some of the feelings you may experience and the 

stages you may go through. However it is not always the case that 

everyone goes through all of them, you may only experience some of 

them. 

What I can do to help myself? 

 In the first place, try to accept that all the above feelings are 

entirely normal and part of the cultural shock. This in itself can be a 

helpful step. 

 It can take time to get to know people, and for other people to get 

to know you. This means that it is unlikely that other people will 

know how you’re thinking or feeling. Putting time and energy into 

this will help you create a new circle of friends/social network close 

to you that may be able to understand and support you.  

 Remember that other international students may be experiencing 

the same feelings too. Talking to each other may be helpful and 

ease loneliness.  Many British students, for whom the culture is so 

familiar, may experience some of these feelings if they are away 

from home for the first time. Building friendships with local students 

can help you to find out about each other’s culture. 

 Keeping in touch with your family and friends from home (phone 

calls, texts, e-mail, Facebook etc.) can ease these feelings. 

However, maintaining very regular contact (e.g. daily or even 

more) with your family and friends can actually make the process 

of settling down much more difficult, especially when you first 

arrive and if you find some aspects of life in the UK difficult. 
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 It may be good to decorate your room with things that have 

personal meaning for you, such as photographs or special 

ornaments from home. These items can make your room feel more 

comfortable and more like home.  

 Doing a sport or physical exercise can help release negative 

emotions. Even if you’re not a keen sports person, there is almost 

certainly some kind of activity in Durham that will suit you. Apart 

from helping you to keep fit and healthy, it can be an opportunity to 

meet people with similar interests. Eating healthily and getting 

enough sleep can help you to say fit and cope with new 

challenges. 

 Making contacts and spending time with people from your own 

culture can help you feel less isolated. You can speak your own 

language, cook familiar food and talk about your home country; but 

it is always good to keep a balance in terms of how much time you 

spend getting to know new groups of people and students from the 

same country. 

 Similarly, it is important to have a balance between academic and 

non-academic life. It is important that you neither overwork nor 

underwork. The first one can leave you feeling tired and burnt-out 

with feelings of having missed out from the social aspects of life at 

University. Underworking can result in getting a backlog of work 

quickly and struggling to catch up.  You may be left feeling 

stressed and this could have an effect on your work and your 

grades.  

 It may be useful to separate your work and leisure times; so that 

you will not find yourself thinking of all the fun things you are not 

doing when working, or find it hard to relax and enjoy your free 

time when not doing work. For this reason it is good to have a 

planner, scheduling your work and allowing yourself some leisure 

time as well. Having a daily or weekly routine/programme can be 

helpful. 
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 Linking with your faith community, whether through church, 

mosque, synagogue or temple, will help you make connections 

with people of similar beliefs to your own. Many Colleges have a 

Chaplain, who can be your first point of contact to help you find a 

suitable place of worship.  To find out more about Chaplains visit 

www.dur.ac.uk/directory/units/student/chaplains/  

 Familiarise yourself with British culture, for example by reading 

newspapers, watching TV, listening to the radio, including local 

radio stations, and talking to others. This will enable you to better 

understand British ways of thinking and behaving.  

 Explore the different societies that exist at Durham. There may be 

an opportunity to learn something new, something you had always 

wished to do, or even continue an interest you had at home. These 

societies are an opportunity to bring together students from 

different courses, colleges or countries with a shared interest, and 

are another way of making friends. There are always opportunities 

to set up your own society - introducing other students to a new 

interest, hobby or expertise of yours. Some national societies can 

help you celebrate your significant cultural events (e.g. Chinese 

New Year, Thanksgiving).  

 

Finally, once you have come to feel settled and relaxed at Durham, 

you may be able to see this experience as a positive one. It can be a 

significant learning experience, making you more aware of aspects of 

your own culture, as well as aspects of the culture you have entered 

and providing you with the skills of an international education. These 

skills can prove useful to your future career, maybe even in the near 

future by helping new international students on their arrival in 

Durham!  

 

 

 

http://www.dur.ac.uk/directory/units/student/chaplains/
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However, if things do not seem to improve, if you are feeling unable 

to manage your life at Durham or you are seized by feelings of 

isolation and low mood, acknowledge them and take action about 

them. There is a wide range of excellent support at Durham. You can, 

for example, talk to your Doctor (GP), your College Student Support 

Staff, a spiritual person or a Counsellor.  We recognise that as an 

international student you may not be used to seeking this kind of 

support and you may not fully appreciate the positive effects it can 

have. Counselling has been proven to be beneficial in helping people 

to solve problems. 

  

Talking to a Counsellor 

When you are experiencing persistent difficulties, such as problems 

with sleeping, changes with your appetite or in your mood (e.g. 

feeling low, irritable,  angry or lacking in confidence), or you find that 

you are isolating yourself from your peers, you may feel like talking to 

your family or close friends and other support from home. However, 

you may not want to worry them or you may be feeling embarrassed 

for not being able to cope.  In the UK, it is not unusual to go and talk 

to a Counsellor or Therapist if you are struggling with problems and 

want some support. The University Counselling Service is  

confidential  (you can ask for more details about confidentiality from 

the Counsellor) and whatever you discuss during counselling 

sessions is not going to be added to your academic records or affect 

your grades. 

During counselling you have the opportunity to work together with a 

Therapist towards understanding your difficulties, and exploring 

appropriate ways for you to cope and resolve your problems. The 

Counsellor is someone who has no other role in your life and can 

present you with a different perspective on your issues. For more 

information about what counselling is please visit our website at:  

https://www.dur.ac.uk/counselling.service/students/counselling/ 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/counselling.service/students/counselling/
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All of our Counsellors are professionally trained and experienced and 

they will provide a safe, friendly and confidential environment to 

discuss your concerns and problems and help you through your 

difficulties. They will be respectful of your beliefs and your culture and 

bear in mind individual differences. The Counsellors have experience 

of counselling students irrespective of English fluency, so do not 

worry about your own!  

 

If you would like to find out more about counselling or arrange an 

appointment you can contact us at:  

 

Durham Campus 

Email: counsel.service@durham.ac.uk 

Telephone: 0191 3342200 

Queen’s Campus Stockton 

Email: counsel.serviceqcs@durham.ac.uk 

Telephone: 0191 3340039 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

file:///C:/Users/CounsellingAdmin/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.IE5/OSOCRYM2/counsel.service@durham.ac.uk
file:///C:/Users/CounsellingAdmin/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.IE5/OSOCRYM2/counsel.serviceqcs@durham.ac.uk
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Useful links and websites:  

 www.ukcisa.org.uk 
 
UK council for International Student Affairs (range of information and advice 
including immigration, employment, study and living in the UK) 

 www.prepareforsuccess.org.uk 

Website to help you prepare for academic life in the UK and improve your 
English language skills. 

 www.educationuk.org/scholarships 

Scholarship search and information on life and study in the UK from the 
British Council 

 www.citizensadvice.org.uk 

Advice on employment, tax, finance, housing and other issues 

 www.britishcouncil.org 

The British Council 

 www.nus.org.uk 

The National Union of Students (information on all aspects of student welfare, 
including housing, crime, health) 

 www.direct.gov.uk/studentfinance 

Student Finance England - The government's website with information about 
financial support for students in England 

 www.foreignstudents.com 

General information on preparing to study in Britainwww.brightknowledge.org 

The essential guide to education, careers and student life from Brightside 

 www.ucas.ac.uk 

UCAS manages applications to UK higher education courses   

http://www.ukcisa.org.uk/
http://www.prepareforsuccess.org.uk/
http://www.educationuk.org/scholarships
http://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/
http://www.britishcouncil.org/
http://www.nus.org.uk/
http://www.direct.gov.uk/studentfinance
http://www.foreignstudents.com/
http://www.brightknowledge.org/
http://www.ucas.ac.uk/

