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Abstract

It is crucial to investigate adaptability in the context of COVID-19, as evidence suggests that difficulties posed by
adaptability can be exacerbated during times of crisis. International students encounter additional pressures during
this period, which might impair their capacity to stay and prosper in a new place. In light of this context, the purpose
of this study is to examine the factors that contribute to the adaptability of international university students in
Malaysia, namely the academic system, acculturation, and social support. A cross-sectional research design was used,
and the research instruments were adapted from a number of previous studies. A total of one hundred thirty online
questionnaires were filled out by international students in Malaysia. The research hypotheses were evaluated using
SPSS Version 27.0. All predictors were found to have a statistically significant and positive effect on the adaptability
of international students. This research aims to shed light on educational management strategies for addressing the
adaptability challenges faced by most international students within COVID-19 by illuminating the key drivers that
influence adaptability.
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1. Introduction

Adaptability refers to a person's capacity for adjusting, and thus surviving, and ideally thriving despite environmental
changes (Levin & Lipshits-Braziler, 2021). In the context of international students, it refers to their ability to adjust
to a new and likely unfamiliar environment in their host nation (Hussain & Shen, 2019; Makhmutova et al., 2018).
When studying in a foreign country, international students will undoubtedly face significant changes and obstacles
(Erturk & Luu, 2022). According to Makhmutova et al. (2018), the difficulties stem from the possibility of
substantial differences between their home country and their host country. The distinction may take political, social,
academic, or technological forms (Erturk & Luu, 2022). These differences are what make adaptation challenging for
international students (Kiyashchuk et al., 2018). While it is the responsibility of students to effectively adapt to a
foreign country and institution, institutional leaders can play a significant management role in assisting them to do so
(Hussain & Shen, 2019). According to Tran and Nghia (2020), it is the responsibility of institutional leaders to create
a learning environment that supports international education. Such an environment can facilitate the adaptation
process for international students (Erturk & Luu, 2022). Qadeer et al. (2021) recommend that school leaders and
managers increase their knowledge of the experiences of international students at universities in order to foster an
environment that facilitates international students' adaptation. According to Erturk and Luu (2022), it is especially

Published by Sciedu Press 100 ISSN 1927-2677 E-ISSN 1927-2685



http://jct.sciedupress.com Journal of Curriculum and Teaching Vol. 12, No. 1; 2023

important to understand international students who come from a country that is significantly different from the host
country, because such students are likely to experience greater difficulty adjusting. GulRaihan and Sandaran (2017)
elaborate on this by stating that while the majority of international students in Malaysia struggle with adaptability,
those from regions outside the Asian continent tend to suffer the most due to the significant differences between
Malaysia and their home country. However, universities can design effective strategies for managing international
students, allowing them to adapt to a foreign environment, if they comprehend the experiences of international
students (Qadeer et al., 2021).

It is important to note that adaptability has a significant impact on the student. ~Adaptability, whether perceived or
actual, serves as a learning motivational factor that may lead to improved educational outcomes and promote degree
completion (Holliman et al., 2021). In turn, positive educational outcomes can contribute to the perception that the
institution provides a quality education (Holliman et al., 2018). An institution or destination that is perceived to
provide high-quality education is likely to attract more students (Hussain & Shen, 2019). Research on adaptability
has also been done in relation to crises, where it has been found that students encounter difficulties with adaptability
(Rilliard, 2020). However, international students are typically the most severely affected because they are in a
foreign and unfamiliar environment when a crisis occurs (Humphrey & Forbes-Mewett, 2021). During such a time,
the general health and wellbeing of students who adapt to the environment are likely to improve, whereas those who
struggle may experience a decline (Rilliard, 2020). Numerous studies (Erturk & Luu, 2022; Makhmutova et al., 2018)
have examined the adaptability of international students at length. Some studies have even concentrated on the
Malaysian case (GulRaihan & Sandaran, 2017; Jamal & Wok, 2020). There are numerous international and local
studies on the adaptation of international students (Bordovskaia et al., 2018; Hussain & Shen, 2019; Makhmutove et
al., 2018; GulRaihan & Sandaran, 2018; Kin & Kareem, 2019). However, the utter lack of studies that specifically
examine how well international students adapt in the context of COVID-19 is regarded as a significant gap in the
literature. Taking into consideration the findings of surveys and reputable research institutions, this indicates that the
pandemic caused a disruption to the plans of these particular students (Mok et al., 2021; Chirikov & Soria, 2020).
Mok et al. (2021) mentioned disruptions and alterations in the learning plans of international students as a result of
COVID-19, but do not specify whether these alterations are a result of students anticipating greater adaptation
challenges. Filling the gap helped determine whether changes in plans were due to the pandemic's new adaptation
challenges. It also assisted in identifying and explaining the nature of the new adaptation obstacles. Such information
from the current study helped to fill the knowledge gap by determining the similarity between adaptation challenges
before and after the COVID-19 pandemic, as well as providing information on the contextual gap in order to
determine whether COVID-19 may have altered international students' perceptions of adaptation challenges.
Nevertheless, this study may still be relevant given that the adaptability of international students during and
immediately after a pandemic or crisis may be different. The research will have both theoretical and practical value.
Theoretically, it will contribute to the existing body of literature concerning educational management. It will provide
insights that institutional leaders, managers, and even teachers can use to facilitate international students' adaptation
to learning environments.

1.1 Underlying Theory

Tony Bush's theories of education management served as the foundation for this study. It utilised the subjective and
postmodern educational management and leadership model in particular (Bush, 2007). Under Tony Bush's theories,
the subjective model is one of the educational models that emerges after years of constant review and refinement,
while the post-modern model is its equivalent in terms of leadership, as opposed to management (Bush & Sargsyan,
2013). According to these models, institutions are functions of their stakeholders, particularly their internal
stakeholders (Bush, 2007). These stakeholders are likely to hold divergent or even contradictory viewpoints;
consequently, the leadership must acknowledge, value, and account for their diverse perspectives (Bush et al., 2018).
The theory was adopted because it is applicable to the context of an international institution with diverse student
populations (Bush, 2007). Specifically, the variable, subjective model theory directs the investigation to concentrate
on how the education system meets the individual needs of international students (Bush & Sargsyan, 2013). Due to
the subjective interpretations of students from various cultural backgrounds, the research was able to recognise the
existence of multiple academic realities as a result of the theories (Bush et al., 2018). Thus, subjective and
postmodern models recognise the impact of cultural differences on the learning perceptions of international students
(Connolly et al., 2019). The model also guided research into how the subjective perception of social support
influences international students' adaptability. This is because the model views educational institutions as socially
constructed entities (Bush, 2007).
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2. Literature Review
2.1 Adaptability of International Student

Adaptability is a person's capacity to adjust emotionally, physically, cognitively, and behaviorally in order to function
effectively in a new environment (Makhmutova et al., 2018). The adaptability of international students refers
specifically to their ability to adjust to the overall environment in their host country (Gebru & Yuksel-Kaptanoglu,
2020). Adaptability has also been evaluated in relation to the amount of stress international students experience
(Muraru et al., 2020). Ladum and Burkholder (2019) argue that international students find it difficult to adapt
because they are exposed to a greater number of stressors. Hansen et al. (2018) also found that international students
experience relatively elevated levels of acculturative stress, which may hinder their ability to adapt to a new
environment. Acculturative stress is the stress brought on by cultural and psychological changes that primarily result
from exposure to new environments (Ladum & Burkholder, 2019). Such stress can be caused by homesickness,
which can complicate the process of adjusting to the host country (Muraru et al., 2020). As globalisation increases,
Hussain and Shen (2019) argue that adaptability has been and will continue to be an important issue. This is likely
due to the fact that most nations strive to internationalise their education systems, especially their higher education
systems (de Wit, 2019). As a result, these nations offer enticing incentives, such as scholarships, study aid, and
infrastructures for higher education (Gebru & Yuksel-Kaptanoglu, 2020). Supporting students so they can easily
adapt to the learning environment may be one of the most effective ways to attract and retain international students
(de Wit, 2019; Hussain & Shen, 2019; Gebru & Yuksel-Kaptanoglu, 2020). Therefore, it is essential to investigate the
adaptability of international students from both a global and a local perspective.

Diverse researchers have defined and described the factors that influence the adaptability of international students to
the educational environment of the host nation (GulRaih & Sandaran, 2018; Husein & Shen, 2019; Jamal & Work,
2020). Makhmutova et al. (2018), for instance, categorised and described them in terms of physiological, social,
psychological, and linguocultural characteristics. Husein and Shen (2019) classified them into three categories:
social-cultural, academic difficulty, and language incompetence. Local studies, particularly those focusing on the
Malaysian context, identify the academic system and acculturation as two of the most important factors influencing
adaptation (Bastein et al., 2018; GulRaih & Sandaran, 2017; Jamal & Work, 2020). It is believed that the academic
system, acculturation, and social support have the greatest impact on the relationships between Malaysian
universities and international students. In order to assess the relationship post-COVID-19 pandemic and to identify
any differences, the same factors are included in the current study.

2.2 Academic System and Adaptability of International Students

Alston (2017) defines the academic system, also known as an education system, as the socioeconomic factors present
in an educational setting. The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development suggests that these factors
include funding, learning facilities, staffing, teaching resources, and other resources available to support educational
institutions and, by extension, the students (Adiwijaya, 2022). Academic, also known as an educational system, can
be expanded to include teaching, learning models, and campus life (Ahrari et al., 2019). Several researchers have
investigated and/or reviewed the academic system in the context of adaptation for international students (Alston,
2017; Bastien et al., 2018; GulRaihan & Sandaran, 2018). Ahrari et al. (2019) indicated that Malaysia's approach to
the English language, the type of support services it offers to students, and the teaching models it employs
distinguish it from other nations. GulRaihan and Sandaran (2018) offer one explanation for the country of origin
difference: international students may struggle if the Malaysian academic system differs from their home country's
system. Significant differences between home and host academic systems can make adaptation difficult for
international students (Ahrari et al., 2019). International students frequently began their education earlier in their
home country (Bastien et al., 2018). Therefore, their learning style and expectations are more often subconsciously or
consciously influenced by the system of their home country (Martirosyan et al., 2019). Bastein et al. (2018), for
instance, argue that international students in the United States struggle due to differences in pedagogy regarding class
discussion, oral presentation, and group projects. Consequently, we hypothesise:

H1: The academic system in Malaysia has a positive and significant effect on the adaptability of international
students studying in Malaysia.

2.3 Acculturation and Adaptability of International Students

Acculturation is the process whereby individuals adapt to a new cultural environment (Bastien et al., 2018). Saykili
(2018) defines cultural differences as the dissimilarities between the values, behaviours, beliefs, and thought
processes of two or more countries. Culture influences how individuals interpret social behaviour, values, and other
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environmental cues (Barreto et al., 2021; Sawagvudcharee & Yolles, 2019). Individuals immersed in an environment
characterised by a culture different from their own may encounter difficulties and obstacles as a result of such
interpretation (Beltran-Velasco et al., 2020). According to Barreto et al. (2021), cultural differences typically
exacerbate feelings of isolation. Similarly, Beltran-Velasco et al. (2020) contend that cultural difference is positively
associated with psychological stress. Observable aspects of culture include social behaviour, language behaviour, and
cognitive belief systems (Sawagvudcharee & Yolles, 2019). Language and culture are interdependent in that culture
influences the development of language (Rabiah, 2018). Moreover, language is used to communicate culture
(Warsito & Triadi-Purtranto, 2020). As a component of culture, language encompasses cues that express acceptable
social behaviour and values in addition to spoken words (Rabiah, 2018). Therefore, cultural differences can be
observed in terms of how one expresses oneself through language, how one interprets that language, and one's values
and thought patterns (Sawagvudcharee & Yolles, 2019). Other researchers have examined the concept of
acculturation in the context of international students' adaptation (Ahrari et al., 2019; Bastien et al., 2018;
Makhmutova et al., 2018). For instance, Hussain and Shen (2019) determined that language inadequacy is one factor
that complicates the process of international students adapting to their host country's environment. Makhmutova et al.
(2018) identified linguocultural factors as one of the most influential determinants of international students'
adaptability. Similarly, Ahrari et al. (2019) noted that social-cultural factors such as language, perceived
discrimination, and communication could impact international students' ability to adapt to environments in Malaysia.
Consequently, we hypothesise:

H2: Acculturation has a significant and positive effect on the adaptability of international students studying in
Malaysia.

2.4 Social Support and Adaptability of International Students

International students require emotional, informational, social networking, instrumental, and esteem support from
their communities' friends, fellow students, and professionals (Law et al., 2019). Hussain and Shen (2019) argued
that university support, psychiatric satisfaction, and peer support are essential for international students to adapt to
their new environment. Such assistance could assist students in overcoming social adjustment and academic
obstacles (Martirosyan et al., 2019). According to Hussain and Shen's (2019) qualitative analysis, the primary
academic support services include academic, financial, housing, healthcare, and research assistance. These services
can assist in mitigating the challenges of adjusting to diverse academic systems (Ahrari et al., 2019). Peer support
entails facilitating students' participation in daily activities, constructing social networks, assisting in emergencies,
and providing informal cross-cultural education (Hussain & Shen, 2019). This assistance can help students overcome
feelings of isolation brought on by acculturation (Barreto et al., 2021). Psych-satisfaction support is concerned with
facilitating students' enjoyment of a quality education, development of self-esteem, and access to employment and
other opportunities (Hussain & Shen, 2019).

It has also been observed that perceived social support has numerous positive effects on students, particularly
international students (Holliman et al. 2021; Jackson et al., 2019; Lashari et al., 2018). For example, Qi et al. (2021)
found that a high level of perceived social support is associated with psychological well-being. Despite the fact that
Holliman et al. (2021) did not find a significant correlation between social support and psychological well-being,
their findings indicated that adaptability enhanced well-being. In contrast, Lashari et al. (2018) found that social
support led to improved psychological and academic adjustment. Therefore, social support and adaptability are
associated with psychological health (Holliman et al., 2021). Indeed, psychological wellbeing is one of the indicators
by which international students perceive adequate support from key stakeholders (Jackson et al., 2019).
Consequently, we hypothesise:

H3: Social support has a significant and positive effect on the adaptability of international students studying in
Malaysia.

The following conceptual framework was built based on a review of the literature and the underlying theory (refer to
Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework
3. Methodology
3.1 Population and Sample

This study utilised a cross-sectional design. International university students studying in Malaysia were chosen for
this study using a convenient sampling. The procedure involved selecting participants based on their accessibility.
Using a G-power analysis, the sample size was determined. The analysis resulted in a sample size of 119 based on
three parameters: the significance level of 0.05, the effect size of 0.15, and the statistical power of 0.95. With a total
of 130 surveys completed, the response rate was 100%. The participants' demographic profile is shown in the Table 1.
In terms of gender, 66.9% of participants were female, while only 33.1% were male. Regarding the respondents'
country of origin, the vast majority (66.2%) were Chinese, 27.7% were of Indian descent, 4.6% were from the United
States, and 1.5% were from Europe. Seventy percent of the population was single, 23.8% of respondents were in a
committed relationship, 3.8% of the participants were married without kids, while 2.3% were with kids.

Table 1. Demographic Profile of the Respondents

Demographic Categories Frequency Percent
Gender Female 87 66.9
Male 43 33.1
Countries of origin America 6 4.6
China 86 66.2
Europe 2 1.5
India 36 27.7
Marital Status In a relationship 31 23.8
Married 5 3.8
Married with kids 3 2.3
Single 91 70.0

3.2 Instrument

The demographic section of the questionnaire contained three questions: gender, countries of origin, and marital
status. In addition, there was a section containing a five-item measure of adaptability (e.g., "I am easily able to adapt
to Malaysia's environment") adopted from Makhmutova et al. (2018). The academic system consisted of four items
(e.g., "it is quite easy to understand the academic approach adopted in Malaysia") adapted from Alston (2017).
Acculturation consisted of four items adapted from Saykili (2018) (e.g., "I find host culture associated with a positive
university experience"), and social support consisted of four items (e.g. “my classmates are understanding, caring,
and concerned”) adapted from Hussain and Shen (2019). Cronbach Alpha ranges between 0.834 and 0.924.

3.3 Data Analysis

This study relies on primary data gathered from questionnaire surveys. The technique for disseminating and
collecting the data consisted of constructing the questionnaire in Google Form and distributing this link via
Instagram, Reddit, and Discord, where the majority of students spend their time online. We utilised Statistical
Packages for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 27.0 to analyse the data. Various levels of analysis were conducted
to evaluate the study's aims. The data were subjected to descriptive analysis to determine the frequency distribution
of respondent backgrounds and research variables. The relationships between the academic system, acculturation,
social support, and adaptability were then examined using Pearson correlation analysis. Lastly, a multiple regression
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analysis was employed to explore the unique factors that influence adaptability. All statistical tests utilised a
significance level of 0.05 as their cutoff point.

4. Results

Table 2 displays the results of the Pearson correlation between the academic system, accultations, social support, and
adaptability. The academic system is positively correlated with adaptability (r = .628, p < .001). This indicated that
international students who viewed an effective educational system tended to be more adaptable. The correlation
between acculturation and adaptability is likewise statistically significant (r = .744, p < .001). Acculturated
international students have a better tendency for adaptability. The link between social support and adaptation was
statistically significant (r = .731, p < .001). This revealed that international students with more social support had
better levels of adaptation.

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics and Correlations Among Variables (N = 130)

No. Variables Mean SD 1 2 3 4
1. Adaptability 3.83 974 1

2. Academic System 4.05 .956 .628™ 1

3. Acculturation 3.90 1.08 744 S71 1

4 Social Support 3.65 1.08 455" 329" 393" 1

Note: **p <.001

Table 3 displays the findings of the multiple regression analysis assessing the predictors of international students'
adaptability. The results revealed that the academic system, acculturation, and social support, together significantly
explained 63.5% of the variance in adaptability. The strongest predictor of adaptation was acculturation (beta = .524,
p <.001). The ability of international students to navigate and integrate into a new culture can help them adapt to
their new environment. Next, academic system (beta =.277, p < .001) is the second strongest predictor of adaptation.
The academic system can also provide international students with assistance and resources to help them adapt.
Finally, the social support (beta =.158, p < .001) is the least significant predictor of adaptation. Having a supportive
network can help international students feel more confident and resilient in the face of difficulties, resulting in better
overall adaptation to their new environment. Thus, the H1, H2, and H3 hypotheses are supported.

Table 3. Predictors of International Students’ Adaptability (n = 130)

Criterion Variable Predictor Variable F R df Beta t p

Adaptability Academic system 73.038** .635 (3,126) 277 4.176 .000
Acculturation .524 7.707 .000
Social Support 158 2.668 .000

5. Discussion

This study aims to examine the effect of the academic system, acculturation, and social support on the adaptability of
international students in Malaysia's private higher education system. The findings indicate that all three independent
variables positively affect the adaptability of international students during COVID-19 in Malaysian private higher
education institutions. The strongest predictor was acculturation, followed by academic system and social support.

This study's findings indicate that acculturation is the most important indicator of international students' adaptability
in private higher education in Malaysia, thereby supporting Hypothesis 2. Our findings confirm those of prior
research by Ahrari et al. (2019), Bastien et al. (2018), and Makhmutova et al. (2018). The majority of international
students agreed that host culture was associated with positive university satisfaction. International students are
generally receptive to Malaysian culture, as it facilitates a more seamless adaptation process (Chen, 2019). Academic
excellence is strongly influenced by the learning environment and how people interact with one another during the
learning process. International students generally agreed that life in Malaysia was similar to their home countries in
many respects.

This study's secondary hypothesis was that academic system positively impact the adaptability of international
students. The findings were consistent with those of Alston (2017), Bastien et al. (2018), and GulRaihan and
Sandaran (2018). Every nation has its own distinct educational system, complete with its own set of guidelines for
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teaching and testing. The majority of international students agreed that they found academic standards helpful in
improving overall performance, despite the fact that at first they may struggle if Malaysia's academic system is
different from the system that is customary in their home country. Some international students find that the mode of
teaching and examination in the country is quite different from what they are used to in their home country, which
poses a challenge for them (Heng, 2018). The vast majority of international students at Malaysian universities
expressed consensus that they were satisfied with the academic level of the faculty. The majority of students
concurred that they preferred the Malaysian academic system to all other academic systems. Malaysia's education
system is distinct from those of other nations due to its approach to the English language, the support services it
offers international students, and the teaching models it employs (Singh, 2021). Most international students agreed
that the academic approach used in Malaysia is simple to grasp; lecturers are always available to help students, and
assignments are assigned based on the concepts learned.

In accordance with the findings of Lashari et al. (2018), Holliman et al. (2021), and Jackson et al. (2019), the final
finding of this study, related to Hypothesis 3, demonstrates a significant effect of social support on the adaptability of
international students in Malaysian private higher education. It was determined that social support is necessary for
international students in order to facilitate their adaptation to life in a foreign country; they should have access to
social amenities and be properly instructed on how to use them (Pollock et al. 2020). The international students
agreed that social support aids in the adjustment process; students who receive the necessary social support adapt to
their new environment quickly and with fewer difficulties. Most international students concurred that social support
contributed to their personal development. Poor personal characteristics result in emotional discomfort, lack of
self-acceptance, low self-esteem, and positive acceptance of others; students with personal issues will have difficulty
adjusting to a new environment (Zhang et al. 2022). The international students concurred that their classmates
comprehended, cared, and were concerned. As a result, they were given direction and assistance in matters that the
individuals were incapable of understanding on their own.

5.1 Recommendation

The research findings will provide university leaders, managers, and even educators with insights to facilitate
international students' adaptation to learning environments. The university's stakeholders should ensure that all
cultural aspects, including language and customs, are favourable for international students, as culture is associated
with positive university satisfaction. In addition, it will highlight how educational management can be utilised to
address the challenges of adaptability faced by the majority of international students in the country. This will reduce
stress associated with adaptability, thereby enhancing international students' ability to adapt to their new environment.
The administration of the university should ensure that international students receive emotional, informational, social
networking, instrumental, and self-esteem-building support from university staff, fellow students, professionals, and
the community at large. Additionally, the educational system should be expanded to include teaching, learning
models, and campus life, which will facilitate the students' coping mechanisms. International students should be
instructed on how to adapt to their new culture in order to prevent a series of depressions from hindering their
adaptability in their current culture, thereby allowing them to adapt quickly and begin their studies without delay. For
example, social support should be provided to international students to aid in their adaptation; students who receive
the necessary social support adapt quickly and with fewer obstacles to their new environment, regardless of the new
cultural practises they encounter in their institutions. In order for international students to comprehend the academic
approach utilised in Malaysia, lecturers should always be prepared to guide them through the fundamental aspects of
the Malaysian education system and assign class-related homework. Such a move would enhance the adaptability of
the country's international students.

6. Conclusion

COVID-19 is a major crisis that impedes the adaptability of international students studying in Malaysia, where the
crisis has resulted in substantial academic, cultural, and social changes. This study was guided by Tony Bush's theory
of educational management, which is based on a subjective and postmodern model of educational management and
leadership. According to the findings of this study, there is a significant relationship between the adaptability of
international students studying in Malaysia and the academic system, acculturation, and social support factors.
Social support is required for international students in order to facilitate their adaptation to life in a foreign country;
social amenities must be accessible and students must be instructed on how to use them. Malaysia's education system
is distinct from those of other nations due to its approach to the English language, the support services it provides to
international students, and the teaching models it employs. International students are generally receptive to
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Malaysian culture, as it facilitates a more seamless adaptation process. The environment in which learning takes
place and the degree to which individuals collaborate with one another during the educational process are two factors
that significantly influence academic success.

The study's data was gathered from international students enrolled in one of Malaysia's private universities in Negeri
Sembilan. Consequently, the findings cannot be generalised to all international students at all universities throughout
the country. To increase the validity of the results, future research should gather participants from diverse universities.
In addition, the researcher recruited participants through convenience sampling, which may have resulted in some
biased data. For more reliable results, future research on the same topic should employ both qualitative and
quantitative methods. Lastly, there are additional factors that influence the adaptability of international students that
were not accounted for in this study, such as financial aspects; such factors should be considered by future
researchers.
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