
Journal of
Education and
Research in Nursing

“As if I don’t belong here.” First-Year Experiences of International Nursing 
Students at University – A Qualitative Study

Abstract

Background: The rapid adaptation of international nursing students to university life 
enables them to actively continue their education without disruption in the following years. 
Identifying the challenges faced by these students, who are future nursing professionals, is 
essential for their adaptation and professional development.

Aim: This study aimed to explore the perspectives of international nursing students regard-
ing their first-year experiences at university.

Methods: This study employed a descriptive qualitative research design. The Consolidated 
Criteria for Reporting Qualitative Research (COREQ) was used for reporting. The sample con-
sisted of 13 international nursing students enrolled in the Faculty of Nursing at a university. 
Data were collected through face-to-face, individual, in-depth interviews using semi-struc-
tured interview questions. Content analysis was used to analyze the data.

Results: The mean age of the nursing students was 23.3 years. Among the participants, 
seven were women, 11 had been residing in Türkiye for approximately one year, 12 were 
from Iran, and one was from Iraq. Three key themes emerged in this study: Facilitators of 
Adaptation, Challenges, and Coping. The students identified several facilitators of adapta-
tion, including similarities between the Turkish economy and culture and their home coun-
tries’ economies and cultures, proficiency in the Turkish language, studying at a nursing 
school aligned with their career goals, and receiving social support from their relatives. 
However, they also faced challenges such as language barriers, cultural differences, dis-
crimination, social isolation, homesickness, and academic and clinical difficulties.

Conclusion: International nursing students may encounter language barriers, cultural dif-
ferences, and education-specific challenges during their first year of nursing school. In this 
context, developing support mechanisms to guide these students in their academic and 
social lives will facilitate their ability to cope with these difficulties.
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Introduction

The internationalization of education in higher education is a result of globalization and 
societal change.1,2 The widespread adoption of harmonized education and training pro-
grams has led to the alignment of university systems at the international level, thereby 
increasing international student mobility in many countries.2 International student 
mobility and its implications for labor market outcomes are shaped by factors such as 
educational attainment, the type of mobility, and the influence of international prestige 
hierarchies.3 University students also benefit from this international mobility. However, 
factors such as varying living conditions across countries, periodic challenges in dif-
ferent regions, and growing concerns and expectations regarding economic conditions 
affect international mobility.4 Furthermore, access to educational opportunities and the 
desire to obtain a higher quality education contribute to and enhance international stu-
dent mobility.4,5

Similar to many other countries, Türkiye has shown a growing commitment to increasing 
its international student population.6 To this end, various measures have been imple-
mented to facilitate the admission and integration of international students. Several 
universities in Türkiye have introduced specific regulations for international student 
admissions, including the establishment of designated quotas.7 Detailed guidelines 
regarding entrance examinations and application procedures have also been provided 
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for prospective international students.7 Since 2010, Turkish universi-
ties have been admitting international students through the “YÖS” 
(Yabancı Öğrenci Sınavı or Foreign Student Examination) to improve 
access to higher education for international students.7,8 Recent data 
indicate that of the 7.5 million undergraduate and associate degree 
students enrolled in Türkiye’s higher education system during the 
2023-2024 academic year, 82,000 are newly registered international 
students, bringing the total number of international students to 
over 300,000.9 A significant proportion of these students come from 
socioeconomically and politically fragile countries.10 Young adult-
hood, a period already characterized by vulnerability to psychosocial 
developmental crises, can pose additional challenges for these stu-
dents, particularly those from fragile backgrounds, as they face aca-
demic, social, physical, and psychological pressures.11,12 Navigating a 
new educational system, adapting to a different culture, overcoming 
language barriers, and managing financial difficulties can complicate 
their adjustment to university life and hinder their academic suc-
cess.13,14 Consequently, successful adaptation during the first year of 
study is a critical factor influencing their decision to continue their 
education, their academic performance, and their overall psychologi-
cal well-being.15,16

International nursing students, while benefiting from global and 
cultural transitions, face distinct challenges compared to other uni-
versity students.17 Nursing students take on multiple roles through-
out their education, including those of a student, team member, and 
caregiver. As part of a practical discipline, they must develop effec-
tive communication skills and fully engage in all educational activi-
ties to manage their intensive academic workload. For international 
nursing students, the need to adapt to new medical terminology 
and communication styles, combined with language barriers, can be 
overwhelming, leading to increased stress and reduced academic 
engagement.18,19 Addressing these challenges through strategies 
such as language support, psychological assistance, and cultural 
adaptation is essential to mitigating feelings of alienation and con-
fusion in unfamiliar environments, which should be a priority in 
nursing education.20,21 Facilitating their adaptation to university life 
will enable international nursing students to actively participate in 
the demanding theoretical and clinical components of their educa-
tion in subsequent years.2,19,22 Reports indicate that international 
nursing students in Türkiye face challenges beyond language, cul-
tural, and religious differences, including health issues, communi-
cation difficulties, housing problems, homesickness, and struggles 
in adapting to new circumstances.12,23,24 Despite increasing quotas 
for international nursing students, initiatives aimed at addressing 
these barriers to adaptation are perceived as insufficient, likely due 
to a limited understanding of the specific challenges faced during 
their first year.19,20

Studies examining the experiences of international students in nurs-
ing schools in Türkiye exist in the literatüre.16-22 However, these stud-
ies generally focus on overall experiences and do not specifically 
address the unique challenges faced by students who must learn 
Turkish during their first year of nursing school. The first year of nurs-
ing education is inherently stressful due to its demanding theoretical 
courses, clinical practices, and patient communication requirements. 
When this stress is compounded by language barriers, cultural dif-
ferences, and the difficulty of adapting to a new environment, the 
first year becomes even more challenging for international nursing 
students.20 Language barriers, in particular, may lead to difficulties in 

keeping up with the intensive theoretical and practical coursework.18 
Additionally, cultural differences and communication challenges can 
create problems in critical areas such as patient care and teamwork 
during clinical practice.22 Students who struggle to overcome the 
challenges of their first year in nursing school may be at risk of aca-
demic failure, feelings of alienation, and ultimately leaving the coun-
try.25 Identifying the specific difficulties encountered during the first 
year can help guide the development of supportive programs such 
as orientation sessions, language support initiatives, peer mentor-
ing, and psychological counseling services for international students. 
These programs can facilitate successful adaptation to nursing edu-
cation and enable international students to reach their full potential. 
This study aims to fill a significant gap in the literature by providing 
an in-depth examination of the academic, social, and psychological 
challenges faced by international students who are required to learn 
Turkish during their first year of nursing education.

The study seeks to explore the perspectives of international nursing 
students regarding their first-year university experiences by address-
ing the following research questions:

•	 What are the experiences of international nursing students during 
their first year of university?

•	 What challenges do international nursing students face during their 
first year of nursing school?

Materials and Methods
Design

This study employs a descriptive qualitative research design. 
Qualitative descriptive studies aim to explore and understand a phe-
nomenon, process, or the perspectives and worldviews of individuals 
involved in the research.26 The descriptive qualitative research design 
was chosen to achieve the study’s purpose and to thoroughly examine 
the experiences of international nursing students.27 The Consolidated 
Criteria for Reporting Qualitative Research (COREQ) was utilized to 
ensure the accurate reporting of this research.28

Participants

The study population consisted of first-year international nurs-
ing students enrolled in the Faculty of Nursing at a public univer-
sity between February 2023 and October 2023. The nursing program 
at the public university where the study was conducted is taught 
in Turkish. International students at this university are required to 
either submit a foreign language exemption certificate or complete 
their education in the university’s Turkish preparatory program before 
continuing their studies in their respective faculty. Of the 279 first-
year students in the Faculty of Nursing, 37 were admitted under the 
international nursing student quota. An email invitation was sent to 
students within this quota, and 15 students volunteered to partici-
pate in the study. However, interviews were not conducted with two 
of these students due to their insufficient proficiency in Turkish lis-
tening and speaking skills.

The sample size was determined using the purposive sampling 
method, a non-probability sampling technique, in accordance with the 
nature of qualitative research. The inclusion criteria for the study were 
as follows: enrollment in the Faculty of Nursing at a university, being 
an international student, and being a first-year student. The exclu-
sion criterion for the study was having insufficient Turkish listening 
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and speaking skills that would prevent participation in the interview. 
The study was completed with 13 volunteer students who met the 
inclusion criteria. Data collection continued until the saturation point 
was reached, meaning that the concepts and processes addressing 
the research questions began to recur. The saturation point refers 
to the stage at which these concepts and processes repeatedly 
emerge.29 During the interviews, data transcription and coding were 
conducted simultaneously. The saturation point was reached with the 
13th participant when similar codes began to emerge, and no further 
participants were recruited.

Data Collection Tools

Student Information Form
This form included questions on the descriptive characteristics of 
international nursing students, such as age, sex, duration of stay in 
Türkiye, place of residence, economic status after migration, coun-
try of origin, method of arrival, and intention to return to their home 
country.2,16

Semi-Structured Interview Form
The Semi-Structured Interview Form was developed by the research-
ers based on the relevant literature. It consists of interview questions 
designed to explore the feelings and thoughts of international nurs-
ing students regarding their first-year experiences at university.6,24 
The form includes five core semi-structured interview questions that 
are clear and easy for participants to understand. Since the form is 
semi-structured, it includes sub-questions to provide a comprehen-
sive response to the research question. Each participant was asked 
the following questions individually:

•	 How would you describe your university life? What are the most chal-
lenging aspects of your university life?

•	 What are the positive and negative experiences you have had during 
your first year of nursing school?

•	 What are the most challenging aspects of nursing school for you?
•	 What are your thoughts and feelings about the difficulties you have 

encountered in your first year of university and nursing school?
•	 How do you cope with challenging situations in your first year?

Data Collection

Following the purposive sampling method, an announcement was 
sent via email to all first-year international students enrolled in the 
Faculty of Nursing. Written and verbal consent regarding their par-
ticipation in the study was obtained from students who responded 
to the announcement and met the inclusion criteria. The researcher 
introduced herself to the volunteer participants and explained the 
purpose of the study and the research process before conducting 
the study. The data collection process began with the collection of 
sociodemographic information from the students who provided con-
sent. Face-to-face interviews were conducted individually, and each 
session was recorded using a voice recorder with the participant’s 
permission. The students were asked both the main and sub-ques-
tions from the Semi-Structured Interview Form. Interviews continued 
until the saturation point was reached. After all the questions and 
sub-questions in the form were asked, the voice recorder was turned 
off, and the interview process was concluded. The interviews lasted 
an average of 23.57 minutes.

Rigor

In qualitative research, the characteristics of the researchers should 
be explicitly stated, and their potential influence on the study should 
be evaluated. In this study, the reliability of the data was ensured by 
adhering to the principles of credibility, dependability, confirmability, 
and transferability.30 The researchers’ experiences, academic back-
grounds, and roles were expected to influence the research process. 
The study was conducted by a female and a male nurse educator, 
both with strong therapeutic communication skills. To enhance the 
research process, both researchers had prior experience working 
with nursing students and had conducted studies on topics such as 
discrimination and brain drain. These nurse educators have diverse 
academic backgrounds and statuses. Both researchers have worked 
extensively with first-year students and possess significant clinical 
mentoring experience.

The interviews were structured with consideration of the challenges 
and discrimination experienced by international students. Given 
the sensitive and complex nature of the topic, all elements of the 
therapeutic relationship were employed to ensure that international 
students felt comfortable and could freely express their views and 
perceptions. The researcher’s effective and empathetic communica-
tion, conducted without judgment or guidance, fostered trust among 
participants, aligning with the principle of credibility in qualitative 
research.

To ensure confirmability, the researcher summarized the data 
obtained from the interviews to the participants toward the end of 
each session. Participants were asked if they wished to add anything 
regarding their experiences, and their confirmation of the data was 
obtained. For transferability, diversity within the sample was ensured 
in terms of attributes such as age and gender. Additionally, all pro-
cesses related to the study were documented in detail. To enhance 
the study’s dependability, all interviews were conducted by the first 
researcher using a semi-structured interview guide. During the analy-
sis phase, both researchers independently analyzed and interpreted 
the data. They subsequently discussed and reached a consensus to 
finalize the findings.

Data Analysis

The analysis of the study data was conducted independently and 
manually by both researchers. The data were evaluated using content 
analysis.31,32 The interviews were first audio-recorded and uploaded to 
a computer on the same day, and the data were transcribed verbatim. 
While transcribing the voice recordings, notes on participants’ ges-
tures, tone of voice, and pauses, if any, were added to the transcript 
alongside the text. Coding analysis was performed in three stages:

•	 Open Coding: This is the first stage of the coding process, in which 
data pieces were classified. When the researcher identified a con-
cept, event, or idea, it was assigned a label. If the same concept or 
event was encountered again, the corresponding code was applied. 
When codes were meaningfully related, they were grouped into 
categories.

•	 Axial Coding: In this second stage of coding, related codes were 
grouped around a central meaning, leading to the creation of core 
categories.

•	 Selective Coding: This is the final stage of the coding process. After 
completing open and axial coding, the main code representing the 
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text was identified.33 The problem characterizing the entire text was 
determined by reviewing all categories and axial codes. Themes 
emerged from this coding process.

Ethical Considerations

The study was conducted in accordance with the Declaration of 
Helsinki. Before the research process began, ethical approval was 
obtained from the Dokuz Eylul University Non-interventional Ethics 
Committee (Approval Number: 7853-GOA, Protocol Number: 2023/05-
40, Date: 22.02.2023) and permission was secured from the institu-
tion where the study was conducted. All participants were informed 
about the purpose of the research and were advised that the inter-
views would be audio-recorded. Written and verbal consent was then 
obtained from each participant.

Results
The mean age of the international nursing students was 23.3 years. 
Among the participants, seven were women. Eleven had been resid-
ing in Türkiye for approximately one year, while four had been living in 
Türkiye for more than one year. Twelve students came from Iran, and 
one came from Iraq. Seven students arrived in Türkiye after passing 
the Foreign Student Exam, while eight were accepted based on their 
diploma score. Two students lived in a dormitory, while 11 stayed in 
private housing. Three participants perceived their economic status 
as poor, while 10 described it as moderate. One student planned to 
return to their home country after graduation, six stated that they did 
not want to return, and seven reported that they would definitely not 
return to their hometown (Table 1).

In this study, three key themes emerged regarding the first-year expe-
riences of international nursing students: Facilitators of Adaptation, 
Challenges, and Coping (Figure 1).
Theme 1. Facilitators of Adaptation

Subtheme 1: Cultural Closeness
Some participants stated that the culture of Türkiye was similar to 
that of their home countries.

“Turkish culture is similar to my culture, and Türkiye is closer to 
my country, so I can see my family easily. I also speak the same 
language. I am Azeri. The language seems easier to me.” (P6)

“This place is very close to my home country. It is close to Iran 
in terms of culture and distance, which influenced my decision.” 
(P7)

Subtheme 2: Economic Adaptation
Participants noted that Türkiye’s economic situation was similar to 
that of their home countries, which facilitated their adaptation to 
Türkiye.

“Well, it all depends on the economic situation. I think Türkiye’s 
and Iran’s economies are similar. The value of our currency is 
slightly higher compared to the Turkish lira.” (P13) “Actually, I was 
thinking of going to other countries, but the value of Iran’s cur-
rency is higher than that of Türkiye’s currency ... Thus, Türkiye is 
more affordable for us. That’s why I decided to come here.” (P10)

Subtheme 3: Language Advantage
Participants highlighted that their ability to speak similar dialects of 
the Turkish language was an advantage in their studies.

“My mom watches Turkish movies a lot. We watched them together. 
I think even the songs influenced me... Also, my job had an impact. I 
always talked to children and parents where I worked.” (P5)

“Since Azerbaijani is our language, when I was studying in the 
first semester, it took me twenty minutes to read a page, but now 
I can finish it in five or ten minutes… It may take even less time in 
future semesters.” (P8)

Subtheme 4: Social Support
Participants stated that they received social support from their close 
friends and family.

“My sister and I have always been very close. We work together, 
both at work and here... I mean, at home, we study together. We 
talk about the same topics. That’s why it’s so nice.” (P12)

“I had friends. I didn’t even know where to go. They had already lived 
here and experienced everything. They told me, ‘Do this, do that.’ I 
went with my friends, and they guided me; they were with me.” (P5)

Subtheme 5: Factors Influencing Their Choice of Nursing School
Participants stated that their goal had always been to study nursing 
and that a diploma from a nursing school in Türkiye holds interna-
tional validity, which influenced their decision.

“My father is a nurse; there are many nurses in my family. I 
observed them when I was a child. That’s why I love nursing, it 
feels like it’s in my blood.” (P6)

“It feels like this. I love helping. Nurses work with people, not with 
things. I also love helping people.” (P7)

“I like taking care of patients and helping people. In the end, we 
can do something that makes others happy with us.” (P8)

“You can go to more countries. They hire nurses. That’s why I 
chose nursing. I didn’t think about the salary or anything. I chose 
nursing so I could travel to more countries, like working in Canada 
or Germany.” (P11)

Theme 2. Challenges

Subtheme 1: Cultural Differences
Participants stated that social and cultural differences between their 
home countries and Türkiye created difficulties.

“No one helps you here, ma’am. Well, it’s not like that in my home 
country. There, if someone has a problem, people help them.” (P10)

I’m used to Iranian food. Rice, for example. Eating here is very 
challenging for me, and I have lost a lot of weight.” (P6)

Subtheme 2: Language Barrier
Participants stated that they had difficulty reading and writing in the 
Turkish language, which affected their academic performance.

“Not speaking the same language is very difficult. I couldn’t 
communicate with others at all. I mean, I couldn’t do anything. I 
couldn’t even shop. I had no self-confidence whatsoever. I could 
only understand about 20-30% of the courses.” (P1)

“We are foreigners, so we can make mistakes. We may not under-
stand some things. We may ask questions again and again. But 
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some people always laugh at us. This has happened several 
times. Some courses, like Turkish language classes, are very dif-
ficult for us.” (P4)

“I can speak easily, but I struggle in class. I couldn’t read the texts 
well. I couldn’t finish tests on time. In exams, for example, I cannot 
read the paper quickly.” (P6)

“The teacher gives lectures very quickly. As foreigners, we strug-
gle to understand. Sometimes, we don’t understand because we 
are not fluent in the language. They explain everything so fast 
that we cannot keep up.” (P11)

Subtheme 3: Discrimination
The majority of participants stated that they were subjected to dis-
crimination and prejudiced attitudes, which caused them to experi-
ence negative emotions.

“In other countries, you are a foreigner. They talk to me as if I don’t 
belong here.” (P12)

“I moved to another room. I don’t know, you wake up in the morn-
ing, make some noise, cook meals. Then they say, ‘Your food smells 
bad.’ It’s as if I came from a bad country. It makes me feel bad. It 
feels like humiliation, and it makes me sad.” (P10)

“Turkish people are against foreigners. As far as I know, they are 
especially against refugees… There are so many refugees here. 
Because they see refugees as foreigners, they see us as foreign-
ers too. They treat us the same way, and this bothers me. For 
example, it sometimes happens when you speak a foreign lan-
guage on public transport or in public places. People give harsh 
looks.” (P7)

“We talked a lot with him, chatted, etc. After that, he asked to see 
my ID card. After seeing my foreign identity, he changed so much... 
He said ‘I wonder, is there a house in your country? Is there a 
phone there? Where do you live?’ etc… Since the moment I opened 
my eyes to the world, I have actually always been discriminated 
against.” (P9)

Subtheme 4: Legal Problems
The participants stated that they had difficulties receiving guid-
ance for situations such as immigration administration procedures 
and insurance. They also mentioned that they could not benefit from 
opportunities such as staying in a state dormitory.

“It is difficult for foreigners. I have no health insurance here. My 
medicines are expensive. If I have a toothache, I have no insur-
ance. I can’t go to the hospital (he means state hospital, which is 

Table 1.  Sociodemographic and Descriptive Characteristics of the Participants

Student 
(P)

Age 
(years) Gender

Duration of 
stay in Türkiye

Place of 
residence

Socio-economic status 
after migration How it arrives

Country of 
origin

Want to return 
to the hometown

P1 22 Woman 1.5 years House / with 
sister

Income equal to expenses With diploma 
score

Iran Undecided

P2 23 Man 1 year House / with 
housemate

Income less than expenses Foreign 
Student Exam

Iran Undecided

P3 18 Man 8 months House / with 
housemate

Income less than expenses Foreign 
Student Exam

Iran Undecided

P4 19 Man 9 months House / with 
housemate

Income less than expenses With diploma 
score

Iran No

P5 23 Woman 8 months House / with 
housemate

Income equal to expenses With diploma 
score

Iran No

P6 24 Woman 8 months House / with 
housemate

Income equal to expenses Foreign 
Student Exam

Iran Undecided

P7 32 Woman 2 years House / with 
partner

Income equal to expenses Foreign 
Student Exam

Iran No

P8 20 Woman 8 months House / with 
housemate

Income equal to expenses With diploma 
score

Iran No

P9 22 Man 1.5 years Dormitory Income equal to expenses With diploma 
score

Iraq Undecided

P10 26 Woman 7 months Dormitory Income equal to expenses With diploma 
score

Iran Yes

P11 20 Man 7 months House / with 
housemate

Income equal to expenses Foreign 
Student Exam

Iran No

P12 28 Woman 2.5 years House / with 
family

Income equal to expenses With diploma 
score

Iran No

P13 26 Man 9 months House / with 
housemate

Income equal to expenses With diploma 
score

Iran No
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free of charge) for dental treatment or if I have a health problem.” 
(P6)

“I had a problem with the Immigration Administration. I am a stu-
dent; it was very crowded when I made an appointment. I mean, 
there were no privileges for students.” (P7)

“You know the Social Security Institution, don’t you? Türkiye 
allows us to register only once. Türkiye allotted us a period of 
ninety days. I missed it. I’m currently using private insurance, but 
it is of no use.” (P8)

“The state dormitory does not accept us. We are obliged to stay in 
private dormitories. It costs a lot. Together with the school fee, it 
is too much. It never rains; it pours.” (P11)

“Finding an apartment was a lot of trouble. I had problems there. 
I wanted to stay in the dormitory, but they wanted my ID and 
address. I don’t have a home address.” (P2)

Subtheme 5: School-Related Problems
The participants stated that they found the disruptions and pro-
cesses at school challenging.

“I took the exam, but well, we’re not good at classical tests. We 
can’t write, I can talk, but I can’t write that much. I failed four 
courses because I could hardly study my lessons.” (P10)

“The seventh week was over, then they said we had to take the mid-
term exam. I asked what a midterm exam was. Then, after that, we 
had to take final exams. There was no break between them, we had 
to take them one after the other. I had a hard time.” (P5)

“Sometimes, I notice they lack planning. At the university, for 
example, when it comes to exam schedules…” (P1)

Subtheme 6: Clinic-Related Problems
The participants stated that they experienced technical and commu-
nication-based problems in their clinical practices at school.

“Twenty of us are doing practical training, but there is only one 
model. We have to take turns. It is a little difficult.” (P12)

“We also feel that the teachers do not care much, or they ask too 
many questions. They question us because we are foreigners. The 
moment I realize how someone treats foreigners, I approach the 
situation differently. That’s also how I treat my patients. The first 
thing I say is that I am a foreigner. Here’s what I read in their 
eyes.” (P8)

“We asked for serum, for physiological saline solution. We also 
took one serum. Everything was ready. We asked one of the 
nurses for help. She was just supposed to put the patient on a 
drip because we didn’t know how to do it yet. No one was sup-
portive.” (P11)

Subtheme 7: Social Isolation
The participants stated that they could not make friends in Türkiye 
due to discrimination and that they only interacted with friends from 
their own country.

“We are more sincere, friendlier. They are not like that here. I think 
they are unfriendly; I am more sincere. They never talk to people. 
They are not warm-hearted; they look down on you; they consider 
themselves superior. They see us as inferior... I know this, so I 
don’t think what they do is right. That’s why I only form relation-
ships with Iranians.” (P10)

“I built a life outside of university. My current friends are only Ira-
nians. I don’t have any relationships with Turkish people.” (P8)

“I can’t talk to my Turkish friends much; there is no one. There 
are only two Iranians, but they always go back to Iran. I stay here 
alone.” (P3)

Subtheme 8: Longing for Family
The participants stated that living in another country, away from their 
families, caused them to experience challenging emotions.

“Something happened to my grandmother. She was in the hospi-
tal. Everyone except me knew her condition was bad. I’m so sad. 
You’re far away, you can’t get any news, what happened? What 
did not happen? They don’t tell you anything. There were also 
problems within the family. All of this affected me a lot.” (P5)

Facilitators of 
Adaptation

Cultural 
closeness

Economic 
adaptation

Language 
advantage

Social 
support

Factors 
affecting their 

preferring 
nursing school

Challenges 

Cultural 
differences

Language 
barrier

Discrimination

Legal 
problems

School –
related 

problems

Clinic-related 
problems

Social 
isolation

Longing for 
family

Coping

Personal 
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Figure 1.   Themes related to the first-Year experiences of international nursing students.
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“My father-in-law passed away. It was a very difficult situation. I 
didn’t know at first. These things happen. When you live far from 
your family, things like this can occur. You can’t always reach 
them. It’s very difficult.” (P7)

Theme 3. Coping

Subtheme 1: Adaptive Coping Methods – Personal Characteristics
The participants stated that they had coping skills thanks to their 
personal characteristics.

“I solve all my problems myself. Even if I need money, I try to han-
dle it on my own.” (P5)

“I can be friends with anyone. It doesn’t matter where they’re 
from. After all, what matters is that they are human. That’s why, 
whether it’s a man or a woman, they’re all the same to me. I can 
get along with everyone.” (P10)

“But the next thing I know, I’m in Izmir (a city on the west coast 
of Türkiye), I’m at school, I’m in the profession I want. I think it’s 
worth it. The difficulties are worth it.” (P6)

Subtheme 2: Adaptive Coping Methods – Self-Improvement
We observed that the participants developed a coping system by 
focusing on improving their own goals.

“Now the problems are over because I am doing something. I’m 
working, and I’m pretty good at my job. I mean, I’m busy. I feel 
good, and I’m also doing well in my studies. If my classes continue 
like this, I’ll be fine. I set goals for myself. For example, I say, ’I will 
read this today.'" (P5)

“I entered university life. I learned many things. My language 
has improved. Now I can read, write, and learn everything. I have 
learned so much. Now I feel better.” (P11)

Subtheme 3: Maladaptive Coping Methods – Lack of a Sense of 
Belonging
The participants stated that they felt like outsiders in this country 
and that they did not feel a sense of belonging in Türkiye.

“I’m like broken glass... I mean, I tried everything, I succeeded, but 
it was very difficult... We, as foreigners, struggle with everything.” 
(P10)

“I usually stay silent. For example, a year has passed. There are 
three more years. Okay, then it’s over. I endure in silence; I don’t 
say anything. I just wait.” (P7)

“Outside, maybe we can defend our own rights a little. You know, 
when people are unfair, maybe we can stand up for ourselves. But 
we can’t do that at school because I will probably see that person 
for months or years. So, I tell myself, ‘Forget it.’” (P8)

Subtheme 4: Maladaptive Coping Methods – Inability to Adapt
The participants stated that they could not adapt to school or Türkiye 
and that they felt exhausted.

“I have tried to adapt here, but I can’t be like them. I don’t know… 
They have fun, go to bars, drink, etc. I don’t do those things.” (P10)

“I don’t get excited about anything anymore because I constantly 
experience problems. Everything feels normal to me now. For 

example, if I go to Alaçatı (a small, charming town on the west coast 
of Türkiye), if I sit by the sea and watch the view, even if it were sup-
posed to be my happiest day, there is no enthusiasm left in me.” (P9)

Subtheme 5: Hope for the Future
The participants stated that they felt freer in Türkiye and emphasized 
the change they experienced.

“This is my first time living in another country. It is freer. I can say 
that here, you have freedom and self-confidence. I feel more com-
fortable. I sleep peacefully.” (P13)

“Everything is changing. All of a sudden, you’re on a plane, and 
your whole life changes…” (P6)

Discussion
Theme 1. Facilitators of Adaptation

In this study, participants stated that similarities between Türkiye’s 
economy and culture and their own country’s economic and cultural 
codes, their ability to speak the Turkish language, their opportunity to 
study at a nursing school aligned with their goals, and the social sup-
port they received from relatives all contributed to their adaptation 
to Türkiye. Additionally, the majority of participants came to Türkiye 
from Middle Eastern countries such as Iran and Iraq, which share 
borders with the southern and eastern regions of Türkiye. Studies 
conducted with students from Middle Eastern countries suggest that 
traditional practices similar to their own culture facilitate the adap-
tation process.2,34 For some students, particularly those from neigh-
boring countries, the cultural proximity of Turkish culture, including 
shared religious rituals and similarities in cuisine, contributes to 
cultural adaptation.2 Linguistic advantages are another factor that 
facilitates adaptation, as language skills serve as the primary chan-
nel for effective communication, accelerating the students’ adjust-
ment process. It has been observed that students with language 
proficiency experience cultural similarities more fully through accu-
rate communication.35 The economic similarities between Türkiye and 
their home countries, which enable international students to balance 
their income and expenses, can also be considered a facilitating fac-
tor in this study. It is well known that the financial status of interna-
tional students is closely linked to their adaptation to university and, 
consequently, their academic success.16 Supporting these students, 
particularly in terms of language and financial needs, may be a criti-
cal factor in their adjustment to nursing school.

International students’ ability to connect with the nursing profession 
and their career aspirations related to the field facilitates their adap-
tation to the nursing program. The level of satisfaction that inter-
national students derive from their nursing education significantly 
influences their ability to adapt.16 Preparing for their chosen field, 
destination country, and the language of instruction before start-
ing university simplifies the transition process for most international 
students.36 Satisfaction with the nursing program can also enhance 
international students’ academic performance and motivation.37 In 
this context, increasing the international promotion of nursing pro-
grams could help foster students’ motivation at an early stage.

Theme 2. Challenges

This study highlights the diverse challenges faced by international 
nursing students. Most participants reported that language barriers 
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and cultural differences were significant sources of stress in both 
academic and social life. In particular, language barriers played a 
decisive role in students’ class participation, exam performance, 
and clinical practice processes.2,6,16,38 Similar studies also support 
the notion that language and cultural differences negatively impact 
academic success and social integration.39,40 This situation may 
indirectly undermine students’ confidence and academic perfor-
mance. Moreover, due to language barriers, international students 
often struggle to establish comfortable relationships with academic 
and administrative staff and to express themselves effectively.41 
This underscores the need to recognize that language barriers can 
become a serious source of anxiety. To enhance academic success 
and ensure social integration, it is crucial to establish international 
relations offices, academic support programs, and culturally sensi-
tive educational environments.

According to the results of this study, the need to cope with financial 
and procedural difficulties increases students’ stress levels and neg-
atively affects their academic performance. Findings indicate that 
international students often cannot sufficiently benefit from scholar-
ship and dormitory opportunities, forcing them to work while study-
ing.38,39 This situation limits international students’ academic and 
professional development and lowers their quality of life. Providing 
them with job and scholarship opportunities is expected to alleviate 
these stressors and facilitate their daily lives and communication.40

The international students in this study encountered challenges in 
both theoretical and clinical education processes. Language barri-
ers were reported to hinder class participation, potentially leading to 
lower exam scores and academic difficulties.2,38 Although these stu-
dents had been academically successful in their home countries, they 
reported struggling to understand lectures, participate in class dis-
cussions, and ask questions, which might contribute to lower grades. 
This situation could result in feelings of inadequacy, a loss of self-
confidence, and a possible decline in academic performance. While 
international students are expected to adapt to a different educa-
tion system and language, they also face challenges in communicat-
ing with local students.42 Therefore, creating a learning environment 
sensitive to linguistic and cultural differences is critically important. 
Establishing international relations offices that coordinate with 
academic staff could provide valuable support to students through-
out this transition.43 During clinical practice, international students 
reported experiencing technical and communication-related difficul-
ties.44 Performing clinical tasks in groups was perceived as increasing 
performance anxiety, and having to complete these tasks in a foreign 
language in an unfamiliar country appeared to intensify this anxi-
ety.43,45 Cultural and linguistic differences may lead to "culture shock," 
emphasizing the need for support from instructors.46 Students also 
expressed fears of being rejected by patients during clinical prac-
tice and reported encountering negative attitudes from nurses.43 It 
is important to consider that negative experiences, especially during 
their first year, may increase anxiety and potentially affect the devel-
opment of their professional identity.

The international students in this study reported experiencing 
increasing isolation and forming their own international peer groups 
due to discrimination and prejudice directed toward them. Many 
international students tend to avoid interacting with local peers, 
stating that they perceive these peers as prejudiced, uninterested in 
conversation, and mocking them.6 Various studies have shown that 

local peers often exclude international students, discriminate against 
them, mock them, avoid communication, and even subject them to 
verbal and physical bullying.2,47 Discrimination and limited social 
interaction lead international students to engage more with other 
international students, forming groups based on a shared sense of 
“foreignness.”41 University education is not solely about acquiring 
professional knowledge and skills; it also provides an environment 
for students to develop meaningful relationships with their peers. 
However, due to language barriers and cultural differences, interna-
tional students struggle to communicate with the local community, 
which may hinder social integration.

In addition to these challenges, international students in this study 
reported experiencing homesickness and longing for their families. 
In Türkiye, Syrian university students in particular lack social support 
and frequently express missing their families.6 International students 
tend to interact only with students from their own nationality, lead-
ing them to struggle with loneliness and isolation, while also coping 
with the emotional challenges of being separated from their homes 
and families.39 These students describe their longing for their home 
countries as a depressive and anxiety-inducing process that compli-
cates their adaptation and coping in a new country.36 They undergo a 
challenging period of adjusting to cultural and linguistic differences 
during their first year. Given the lack of social support, it is essential 
to recognize that these students belong to a vulnerable group and 
may experience a weakened sense of belonging to their school. In this 
context, developing support mechanisms to guide students in both 
academic and social life will facilitate their coping process.

Theme 3. Coping

The international students in this study demonstrated that, thanks 
to their strong personal attributes, they were able to cope with chal-
lenges and remain focused on their goals. Nursing students from 
developing countries who study in developed countries experience the 
"joy of learning" despite the difficulties and obstacles they encounter.48 
Successfully overcoming cultural and language challenges contributes 
to both personal and professional growth, which these students take 
pride in.36 Many international students reported that their satisfaction 
increased through their own efforts, open-mindedness, and personal 
development.3,37 This, in turn, allows them to "act like a nurse," thereby 
strengthening their professional identity.36

However, the challenges faced by many international students in 
this study have undermined their coping skills and made them feel 
excluded. It is believed that their inability to adapt stems from their 
limited vocabulary and their difficulty in expressing thoughts, situa-
tions, and concepts clearly and concisely.43 Traumatic experiences, 
such as feeling devalued, lonely, and isolated due to marginaliza-
tion, racism, and bullying by peers, intensify students’ longing for the 
past.47,48 Financial difficulties further limit participation in extracurric-
ular activities, deepening their social isolation.39 When students feel 
misunderstood by their peers, they often choose to remain silent and 
show resilience, believing that this phase is temporary.3 It is crucial 
to develop procedures and support systems that enable these vulner-
able students to access the necessary resources.

Despite these challenges, international students do not lose hope 
for growth and change. The challenging attitudes exhibited by local 
peers do not prevent international students from achieving their 
goal of graduating from nursing school and remaining focused on 
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their ultimate objectives.3 In fact, the process of discovering their 
academic and clinical nursing skills and realizing their professional 
potential contributes to their personal and professional develop-
ment.37 This progress helps students adopt and develop their nursing 
roles more effectively.

Limitations

In this study, while some participants were able to express them-
selves effectively because their native language was Azerbaijani, a 
dialect of Turkish, others experienced difficulty speaking Turkish. This 
language barrier may have made it challenging for some participants 
to fully convey their views during the interviews. These students were 
given additional time to communicate and were allowed to express 
themselves in English when they had difficulty choosing words. 
Another limitation of this study is that the majority of participants 
were from the same country, which may have influenced the repre-
sentation of international nursing students’ experiences in Türkiye 
from a broader perspective. Another limitation is that, although the 
interviewer had no direct relationship with the participants, they 
served as their instructor for theoretical courses. This might have hin-
dered participants from fully expressing the challenges they faced. 
However, the interviewer’s role as an educator also fostered thera-
peutic trust, enriching the data. The interviewer was aware of this 
dynamic during the interviews and took it into account during the 
data analysis process.

Conclusion
The education process of future professional nurses is crucial, as 
nursing is a profession centered on caring for people. In this regard, 
nursing students should complete their education in a healthy and 
supportive environment during their university years. University adap-
tation is a complex process that includes not only theoretical and 
clinical education but also sociocultural adjustment. This adaptation 
process can be particularly challenging for international nursing stu-
dents, who speak different languages and come from diverse cultural 
backgrounds. International nursing students must cope not only with 
the demanding nature of nursing education but also with the chal-
lenge of adapting to a new country and culture. In this study, it was 
observed that the adaptation process of international nursing stu-
dents who had just started their education was easier if they shared 
a similar culture, spoke the same language, and received social sup-
port. The challenges experienced by the participants included lan-
guage barriers, cultural differences, discrimination, social isolation, 
longing for family, and academic and clinical difficulties. While some 
students were able to cope with these challenges due to their strong 
personal characteristics and focus on their goals, others who strug-
gled to adapt felt excluded and isolated. In this regard, instructors 
and university staff should be informed about the adaptation pro-
cess of international students to better support them. By providing 
appropriate support, students will be better equipped to navigate this 
transition successfully, ultimately enabling them to achieve a well-
rounded and effective nursing education.
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