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Abstract
The goal of this thesis is to provide an in-depth analysis of international undergraduates’ challenges in the United States and how these challenges may have been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. International students are often overlooked because of their minority status within the undergraduate population at most schools. Even prior to the onset of the pandemic, research suggested that international students are at higher risk of poorer outcomes in terms of academics, mental health, and cultural adaptation. While there are offices made to address international students specifically, there fails to be effective two-way communication between the students and the administration of various universities in the US. The pandemic has only added to and exacerbated these issues by bringing on other stressors that expose the pre-existing problems among these students. I conducted three qualitative interviews to gather more information about what the specific experience at Vanderbilt has been like in terms of interactions with university administration, mental health, and problems specific to their identity as international students. Information gathered from these interviews and the literature review support the idea international students are in a more vulnerable place after the pandemic than they were before. This situation brings to light potential courses of action universities can take in order to improve the international student experience overall.
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[bookmark: _Toc71556625]Introduction
This research is intended to be an in-depth analysis of international undergraduates’ challenges in the United States and how these challenges may have been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. COVID-19 is a viral infection, so it cannot be cured by antibiotics. SARS-CoV-2, the virus that causes the disease, is much like other coronaviruses in terms of structure and modes of infection (Shereen et al., 2020). However, it is much more dangerous than other coronaviruses (e.g., SARS-CoV, the virus responsible for the SARS pandemic of 2002) because it is very easily transmittable when it is in a body that is asymptomatically incubating the virus. Despite it being much more infectious than other viruses in its category, it has a lower fatality rate than SARS. In response to this pandemic, public health officials, like those at the Center for Disease Control and Prevention, strongly advise people to follow social distancing guidelines, shelter-in-place orders, and mask mandates whenever possible.
The world is currently in a once-in-a-century situation, and there have been dire consequences. With over 30,000,000 cases and over 500,000 confirmed deaths in the United States alone, the world is facing a pandemic that it has never seen the likes of before (Pettersson et al., 2020). Americans are facing evictions, layoffs, and small businesses closings faster than they can try to pick themselves back up economically. One sector that has been facing issues is the education system. While K-12 schools have had difficulties adjusting, higher education has also been facing changes to try and adapt to this new normal. American university students adapted to the new situation at hand, but what does that adaptation look like for international students?
While American undergraduate students have experienced difficulties adjusting to the new normal, international students have likely had unique, but no less significant, experiences. According to Galloway and Jenkins (2009), international students already struggle with adjusting to school in the United States. Apart from the typical problems that international students have faced in the average university experience, this pandemic created more problems that have potentially made the undergraduate experience more challenging. The United States has seen international undergraduate enrollment at an all-time high; about 6% of all undergraduates are international students, compared to only 1% in the 1950s (Batalova & Israel, 2021). Even at Vanderbilt University, international students make up 9.4% of the total undergraduate population (2020). Having a better understanding of how the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted their experiences would allow for a more informed approach towards addressing the structural issues that the pandemic has brought to light.
The primary aim of this research project is to understand how life used to be for international students at universities in the United States in comparison to their lives currently, given the COVID-19 pandemic. From there, I plan on using literature to more in depth themes related to cultural adaptation, academics, isolation, mental health, and university administration. that are the most salient throughout the literature I will research. I believe that the COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated the issues that were already prevalent among international students in American universities.
[bookmark: _Toc71556626]Method
I conducted a few preliminary interviews to gain a better understanding of the thoughts and feelings of some international students who have had personal experience attending Vanderbilt throughout the pandemic. There were certain themes that I suspected would be relevant to this issue, so I created some guiding questions in a less structured interview format so that the interviewees could touch on any topic they deemed relevant to their experience and the conversation in general. I conducted these qualitative interviews with a few students who are in their senior year. Additionally, I consulted a number of databases to look for cultural, academic, medical, and anthropological journals using a combination of various key phrases such as “international student,” “international undergraduates” “academics,” “mental health,” “isolation,” “cultural adaptation,” “administration,” “COVID-19,” “well-being,” “college students” and “sleep deprivation.”
[bookmark: _Toc71556627]Results
[bookmark: _Toc71556628]Cultural Adaptation
Globalization drastically increased exposure to other cultures in recent decades, but there are still major cultural differences between countries which contribute to difficulties immigrants face when trying to understand and adjust to a new way of life. International students usually undergo this experience during a time when they are still maturing and becoming more secure in who they are as they progress into young adulthood. According to Hooper (2012), racial and ethnic cultural differences among Americans impact their experiences on college students, so it would be likely that there would be differences among international students that would impact their college experiences.
Theories that continued to come up while learning about international students’ typical university experience were acculturation theory and social identity theory. According to Ward and Greenaert (2016), acculturation goes beyond assimilation, which is the most used definition. This article explains that the school setting is an integral context for young adults to adapt to a new culture. High perceived pressure to assimilate leads to one sticking to their roots and refusal to learn about the new culture; on the other hand, the levels of support from peers and teachers lead to successful integration into the new culture and thus higher self-esteem and more positive outcomes. Even at the institutional level, schools with higher socioeconomic status have an impact on a student’s acculturation outcome.
Social identity theory, on the other hand, looks at how one develops their sense of belonging based on the groups they belong to. It is based on which groups or categories they know they belong to. As a result of these self-categorizations, one tends to exaggerate the differences between their group and other groups. The process of self-categorization can lead to a misinterpretation of their sense of belonging, which can, in turn, affect their overall well-being and adjustment to a foreign environment. Girmay and Singh describe this theory coming into play once an international student enters their host country. According to them, if one has a more embracing approach, they can adapt better to the new culture. However, “the chauvinist international student rejects the host culture altogether while inflating their native cultural identity and its values” (2019).
Some have to adapt more than others, depending on the ways in which one’s home culture differs from that of American culture (Tomich et al., 2000). This means that students who come from Europe are more likely to have an easier time adapting than someone from Japan, for example. Additionally, if one approaches their time in a foreign country as more of a visit rather than their new home, then they are less likely to adopt the new culture as their own. Tomich et al. (2000) also argue that “Command of the English language and previous contact with the United States were the two most salient background variables that predicted success…” This was reflected in their levels of participation in and preference for certain aspects of American culture at their university.
For example, in China and many other non-English speaking countries, their universities deal with this linguistic issue by using English as the solution to their problems. Given that English is the world’s lingua franca, it seems like this would be the most feasible yet practical solution. However, it fails to recognize that while English is the language that all students at Vanderbilt have in common, some are not at the level of proficiency to effectively communicate information, especially information related to the pandemic. This practice can prevent people from accessing the resources that they need amid emergencies like a pandemic. Unfortunately, it has only exacerbated the social inequalities there are, favoring those who have had a more extensive English background (Li, Xie, Ai, & Li, 2020).
 International students’ success seems to not only depend on effective support in international student-specific spaces but also support from all parts of life on campus. This includes everyone from academic advisors, faculty, and those whose job it is to regularly interact with university students. First-year students are particularly the most vulnerable because they are experiencing the most drastic change of leaving their home country, potentially for the first time. The results of a study from Mamiseishvili showed that there was a negative correlation between English remediation and social integration while there was a positive correlation between higher GPA and academic integration (2012).
Cultural differences tend to play a major role in an international student’s experience abroad, but these differences can become more significant once there is a public health crisis at hand. One aspect that is so drastically different between the United States and some East Asian countries is the cultural differences surrounding masks. Flaskerud’s article delves into how wearing masks is seen as an indication of sickness and otherness rather than a sign of looking out for one another or of poor air quality due to pollution (2020). Consequently, it was easier for this region to seamlessly adapt to mandatory mask-wearing due to COVID-19. The United States, however, has never had a mask-wearing culture. It has previously been more of a social norm to simply go to work or school sick and inevitably infect others. Making that shift has caused resistance in those who believe that having to wear a mask is an infringement on their rights as an individual. This was something one of my pilot interviewees struggled to wrap her head around. This is because she comes from South Korea, another East Asian country that integrated mask culture into their lives years ago.
A post from Our World In Data (2020) proclaims that South Korea has had a firm grasp of the pandemic from the beginning, squashing its numbers to far below most of the world in 2020. The country broke down its measures towards fighting the pandemic into three phases that consisted of detecting, containing, and treating the disease as it arose within its borders. The government worked quickly to create testing facilities, recruit healthcare workers, and build temporary hospitals to combat COVID-19. On the other hand, the United States’ efforts have not been as successful in preventing the spread of the virus. The figure below compares the rates of the disease’s spread between the United States and South Korea.
Figure 1
[image: ]
Note. Log chart comparing the daily rates of COVID-19 infection between South Korea and the United States in 2020. 
[bookmark: _Toc71556629]Isolation
Isolation was a theme that presented itself throughout the literature and qualitative interviews. Although isolation related to cultural adaptation and other themes from this research, it deserved its own section despite its intersectionality. Girmay and Singh performed a qualitative case study on 10 international graduate students at an American university in order to understand their struggles regarding social isolation, among other factors. They collected their data by forming two focus groups and conducting follow-up interviews with the participants. They discovered that common themes included isolation and loneliness; every participant in their case study expressed that they experienced those feelings at some point during their own acculturative process at their respective schools (2020). Another qualitative study consisting of 200 interviews from Australian international students showed that two-thirds of students interviewed expressed having difficulties with loneliness and/or isolation, especially at the beginning of their time at the university (Sawir et al., 2007). In fact, they determined that there were multiple types of loneliness at play when the participants had their interviews. Studies like these demonstrate that issues like isolation are related to other issues (e.g., mental health and cultural adaptation) that particularly affect international students. While isolation was an issue present among international students before the rise of the COVID-19 pandemic, the pandemic exacerbated the existing feelings of isolation among this group of students.
Lim and Vighnarajah (2018) also identified social isolation in addition to academic and psychological isolation as factors impacting international students and their university experience. They found that students primarily experienced academic isolation when there were communication breakdowns between themselves and their professors and peers; this consequently led to worsened overall performance in their classes. Socially, they noted that these students tended to isolate themselves either intentionally or unintentionally “due to miscommunication and misunderstanding of one’s culture” (Lim & Vighnarajah, 2018). Potential language barriers can lead them to spend more time on their studies and get accustomed to a new academic environment. At the same time, they do not have the same support system that they did at home, creating further feelings of isolation and loneliness. This can coincide with psychological isolation as they feel neglected and try “to adjust their mindset and psychological state throughout the learning process” (Lim & Vighnarajah, 2018) 
One interviewee supported similar sentiments during the pandemic when she recalled how some students around her were happy that they were going home last March. However, she mostly experienced feelings of anxiousness and isolation from her peers leaving her behind. Initially, she tried to be optimistic and thought being alone could be helpful because there was nothing to distract her from completing her work. That newfound sense of productivity quickly turned stale. The only other person that she could interact with on-campus was her roommate, and they weren’t allowed to leave their dorm beyond picking up food from local restaurants and going to the first floor to get meals from campus dining.
When another interviewee and I discussed the topic of isolation, he mentioned that he felt like his typically high levels of introversion had shifted: “I think that during COVID, like, all the introvert got like, rung out of me. And by the time I got back to campus, I was like, ‘I want to meet people.’” The extended periods of isolation that many of us experienced made him more eager to make social connections.
[bookmark: _Toc71556630]Academics
Martirosyan et al. examined how international student’s academic performance might be affected by their English proficiency (2015). The 59 undergraduates who responded to the study reported on items related to demographics, academic performance, multilingualism, and English proficiency. The results indicated a significantly higher GPA among those who spoke at least three languages, those who spoke English as their second language had the lowest GPA on average. Additionally, there was a positive correlation between one’s own perception of their English proficiency and their GPA. While factors like score cutoffs for the Test of English as a Foreign Language (TOEFL) exams help to only bring those who could thrive in an English-speaking university setting, there are inevitable proficiency variations among students who meet the requirements.
Kingston & Forland (2015) conducted research in concern for East Asian international students at a London university. They suspected that cultural differences in educational philosophies between faculty and students could prevent these students from reaching their full educational potential. After obtaining biographical information about their educational experiences at this university through focus groups, they noted that their academic difficulties did not differ very much from London natives studying at the same university. For example, they had trouble asking their professors questions and were somewhat confused as to what constituted plagiarism, but these were issues that any student could have. However, it seemed that everyone in the focus group was not utilizing the educational support resources available to them. These resources included assistance on how to effectively manage time and the Language Center, which can help them improve their English skills. 
The pandemic has also seemed to exacerbate international students’ academic struggles. A factor that has been crucial for remote education is the transition to virtual teaching formats. Vanderbilt, like other universities, has made the transition to using Zoom for everything from class meetings to office hours. As expected, students and educators alike have had to go through an adjustment period when making the switch to online and hybrid classes. From an outside perspective, it may seem like it is not that drastic of a difference, but many people in higher education have struggled to keep up with virtual meeting technology. Minglei Zhang’s (2020) paper touches on issues such as internet connection, long hours of screen time exposure, and a lack of effectiveness compared to having in-person classes. However, it has been helpful in bringing back synchronous elements to help students feel more engaged in class.
Another factor that is integral to a student’s academic success is one’s sleep. The number of hours that one sleeps a night is important, but the regularity of one’s sleep pattern is also crucial for proper brain functioning. Onyper et al. (2012) say that those who have later class schedules tended to have somewhat lower grades compared to those who have a morning preference for classes (2012). With those taking synchronous classes remotely from the other side of the world, one’s sleep schedule inevitably has to adapt so that a student can sleep during the day while taking classes at night. Onyper et al. also mention that those with “mismatches between preferred and required school schedules… report sleepiness, decreased motivation, more depressed mood states… and problems with mood regulation” among other issues (2012, p. 318).	Comment by Microsoft Office User: Include p.# when you quote material.
Phillips et al. also studied the impact of an irregular sleep schedule on undergraduate performance, and they found that delayed circadian rhythms caused by irregular sleep and light exposure were associated with decreased academic performance. Although remote students living in different time zones can attempt to flip their sleep schedules, the body was not made to be nocturnal. As a result, their grades could suffer in their synchronous classes through no fault of their own. 
Adrian Wong wrote an opinion piece in The Vanderbilt Hustler, where he claims that the remote learning experience has been particularly challenging to adjust to for many, but international students who remained abroad this year had a more difficult time due to more extreme time zone differences, like students living in various regions of Asia. He supports this claim with anecdotal evidence from his own and others’ experiences abroad as well as with evidence from a peer-reviewed journal on the risks associated with having a flipped schedule. The less accommodating the classes, the more these students are forced to adapt, ruin their quality of sleep, and worsen their health. While there are options that allow for healthier sleep patterns (i.e., taking synchronous classes scheduled earlier in their local time, taking asynchronous classes), every class does not take that format, causing unavoidable interruptions in their sleep patterns. These issues translate to extracurricular activities, making it harder for abroad international students to get involved and stay involved (2020). 
My interviewees experienced similar sentiments throughout 2020 due to the pandemic. Even beyond one of my interviewee’s feelings of loneliness and isolation, the primary emotion that she experienced was boredom. The boredom translated into difficulties with completing assignments and staying on task in general. If any recent policies had helped this interviewee during the latter half of the Spring 2020 semester, it was the pass/fail option presented to her because she couldn’t keep up with much of her course load otherwise. Additionally, another interviewee expressed his frustrations with taking classes online when his time zone was drastically different than Nashville’s. Although he was on campus for most of the semester, he went back home after the end of the in-person classes for Fall 2020. His home is in Jakarta, Indonesia, where he was 13 hours ahead of his class times. He had to keep track of all of his obligations, even though that meant that he had to be up at odd hours of the night for office hours, class meetings, and presentations. He understood that there was not much that could be done beyond professors being more understanding of his circumstances, but it was still a struggle that he had to adjust to during this new normal.
[bookmark: _Toc71556631]Mental Health
Mental health continues to be a serious issue among university students, who are at an especially vulnerable age (Balon et al., 2015). Major life transitions like moving away from home for the first time, being held accountable for yourself with minimal supervision, and high social and academic pressure can leave students all over the world at a higher risk for poor mental health, not just international students. An important distinction to make is that the disparity in accessing mental resources is potentially due to the stigma surrounding mental health in the home country, and it’s not that they don’t need mental health resources. Additionally, according to Mori (2000), a critical point that may explain this disparity may be in that Asian, Hispanic, and Black cultures tend to think that any issues regarding mental health would be explained by something out of their control. In contrast, the United States’ individualistic culture tends to place more power in the individual to make changes that better themselves in the long run. While the communal culture is beneficial in some aspects, it can be detrimental to one’s well-being due to cultural expectations.
A cross-cultural study between Chinese and American college students conducted by Zhao & Jie Zhang (2018) shines a light on some of the reasoning behind why I am conducting this research. The results supported my idea that one should not assume that their issues are the same despite their similar student status on the surface. The results showed that while American students had higher rates of stress and depression than students in China, students in China had a higher rate of suicidal ideation. It is possible that this is because students in America and China were facing problems with different types of strains from life (coping strains vs. value strains, respectively). The way these countries view mental illness also could have had an impact on how the results presented themselves.
Sueki and Ueda (2020) conducted a prospective cohort study looking at rates of suicidal ideation in Japan after the start of the pandemic. Although the idea behind the study was to focus on the general population, the results showed that the people who were the most at risk were those who were younger, low-income, childless, and without stable employment. With that in mind, most undergraduates fit right into these categories. The stresses brought on by the pandemic can compound with international students’ existing stressors, creating a significant level of concern about this group’s mental health outcomes. Because of this, Japanese universities should have useful, accessible resources in place to keep their students’ mental health in check. Although this is not specific to American international undergraduates, it is something to at least keep in mind when considering the mental ramifications of this pandemic on university students in general.
International students more than ever need access to strong social support systems, and Chen et al. (2020) make sure to indicate how international students who are staying in their host countries are less likely to have their psychological needs met. With the COVID pandemic in full swing, some students are unable to go back home and have not had support from nearby loved ones or their local communities at large for the better part of a year. If this was not enough to worry about, international students have been experiencing an increase in xenophobic behavior, with Asian students receiving the worst of it throughout the United States due to the origin of the disease. According to Hooper (2012), cultural differences exist among Americans impact their experiences on college students, so it would be likely that there would be differences among international students that would impact their college experiences. If there are differences among American students that differ in race/ethnicity, there must be so much more left undiscovered from international students that come from a plethora of ethnic and racial backgrounds.
In an article by Lai et al., they discuss the impacts that stressors related to COVID-19 may have impacted the mental health of international students studying in the UK and USA. The researchers sent out a questionnaire using snowball sampling where over 100 full-time international university students responded, answering questions about their health, perceived stress, sleep habits, and various types of stress on a Likert scale. They concluded that those who stayed in the US or UK once the outbreak reached those countries experienced significantly more severe mental health effects than those who could return to their country. Reasons for this include a lack of social support as well as stressors regarding personal health during the pandemic. However, regardless of whether students stayed in the UK or the US or they went back home, the vast majority of students who responded to the questionnaire had moderate-to-high levels of perceived stress (2020).
[bookmark: _Toc71556632]Interactions with University Administrations
Lastly, university administrations and their interactions with international students were a theme that continued to appear throughout my research. Whether it was general frustrations, a lack of communication, or students not feeling heard, these issues tend to link back to a school’s leadership. University administrations have a crucial role in every student’s experience, regardless of whether students are aware of it.
Galloway and Jenkins (2009) conducted a survey that compared perceived issues of international undergraduates to those of the university administration at two private schools. Using the Michigan International Student Problem Inventory, the results showed that the administration at these schools tended to put emphasis on the issues that were less important to the students and failed to recognize certain issues that these students deemed as significant. Baer et al. (2014) also studied student perceptions, but it was in relation to how a university’s administration handled a reported bomb and bomb threats on campus. The students were given the space to air out their grievances and discuss their shared experiences. Results suggested that the administration failed to focus on those closest to the source of danger and should refine the communication systems in addition to the content of the messages the school sent out. Students also expressed desires for contingency plans to be more extensive as well as make students feel like the administration is in control of the situation and cares about student safety.
The current situation is not very similar to the two mentioned in these articles, especially because the world is dealing with something as abstract and unfamiliar as a novel respiratory illness. However, there is still merit to this article. A more productive conversation about the needs of international students in a global emergency could happen if students gave suggestions about what could help; as a result, that might aid in improving the administration’s ongoing response that continues to directly impact their students. 
Later in one of my interviews, I asked my interviewee what he thought about the communication between the administration and international undergraduates as a whole, and he described it as “a massive bureaucratic nightmare.” However, he clarified that the problems with communication are likely more a result of the “bureaucratic nightmare” that is Vanderbilt’s administration rather than them intentionally neglecting international undergraduates. The pandemic situation was new for everyone; no one, not even university leadership could have known what was going to happen. As a result, they moved quickly with the little information they had, and some people, unfortunately, fell through the cracks, creating challenges for those who were forgotten.
Issues do not stop at communication; they were also given more responsibility on their end to figure out how they were going to navigate travel and testing requirements. On one hand, it was a straightforward process for domestic students to request their testing at Vanderbilt; however, the university expected much more from international students by requesting a mandatory quarantine period in the US where they had to pay for housing themselves. that they had to do in the US. Even when it came to going home for the end of the fall semester, there were still hurdles to jump through. One of my interviewees said it best: "The most annoying thing of all… [Vanderbilt] Student Health doesn’t do asymptomatic testing… Mostly to travel internationally, you need a negative PCR test, and, like, the people who run Vault [COVID-19 saliva] tests don't give official results, so you need to go to, like— like a[n off-campus] place, and get that test done. Even though [I] need this to go home and [Vanderbilt is] kicking [me] out…"
The Vanderbilt Hustler also published a guest editorial that was relevant to international students’ struggles before the new school year began. Anh Dao’s article discusses just how Vanderbilt did not give students enough time to decide whether they wanted to or were even able to be in person for the fall semester. Vanderbilt’s registrar emailed all undergraduate students over the summer to let them know about how they can make their decision, but considering the uncertainty of the situation as of June 2020 (when the email was sent), this would have been a difficult decision to make. Even ICE was making sweeping changes in whether international students could remain in the US if they were only taking online classes as late as July 2020. As an American who lives as little as a 4-hour drive away from Vanderbilt, I was able to make that decision in less than a day. However, the “unpredictability of international flights, travel bans and immigration issues” would mean that an international student who gives an answer by the end of the 10-day period may change their mind if any new, significant developments come up between the end of June and the end of August. Meanwhile, they were also not helping international students with a lack of refunds from the previous semester, mental health support, classes, and plans going forward.
Some of the problems that international students seem to have with their respective universities may lie in the school generally not prioritizing the students. Forbes-Mewett and Nyland (2013) studied an Australian university’s claim that they lacked funding for international students. The case study revealed that the problem was not that the school didn’t have any funding, but rather it was that they used the money from international students to pay for other parts of the university. Like other schools, this university relies on the vast majority of its international students to pay the full cost of tuition and fees; however, this funding is then allocated to other departments that don’t benefit the students much. Although this article focuses on Australian research institutions, it is important to bring attention to the fact that international students are facing issues of feeling neglected in other countries and is not unique to students attending American universities.
[bookmark: _Toc71556633]Discussion
There were a number of limitations that prevented this research to be as robust as intended. Literature reviews, by nature, lack the control and thoroughness of a study, but it can still garner data and conclusions that might lead to some insight as to the potential next steps in this area. Ideally, the goal was to have several interviews that would be supplemented by quantitative and qualitative data from surveys that I planned on sending out. Unfortunately, due to some obstacles in obtaining the authorization to use these instruments, I settled on focusing on a literature review. Although I could not gather much information from students from Vanderbilt, I hoped that the sources I reviewed would be informative enough to draw some conclusions about the general international undergraduate experience.
Given that COVID-19 is a relatively recent phenomenon, there is limited research that exists on the topic. Despite the large strides in scientific research regarding COVID-19, there is not as much sociological research among niche populations like international undergraduates at American universities. However, there has been more research than anticipated the more we know about it, which was a pleasant surprise given the recency of these events.
The qualitative interviews, while enlightening, did not show the entire scope of the international student experience. A number of types of students were excluded due to a lack of accessibility and time, so their experiences were limited to what could be found in the literature. Additionally, there are students who were studying remotely for part of, if not the entire year. There were also international students from other regions of the world that I did not get the chance to talk to (e.g., Latin/South America, Africa, Europe). I was easily able to access the students I interviewed because I already knew them in one way or another. It was much easier to reach out to someone I knew a favor than to try to gain interest in someone who does not know me at all. The majority of people that I know are in the same year as me at Vanderbilt (i.e., class of 2021), so I failed to learn more about what this may have looked like for students currently in their sophomore or junior year. Students who do not have family in the United States to live with were also not interviewed. That situation would prevent them from experiencing a certain level of uncertainty in where they could stay during the summer, which is an important point of view that this research would have benefitted from.
The biggest takeaway from this research would be that university administration needs to prioritize communication with undergraduates in general, but this especially applies to those who are the most affected by any sweeping changes they make. It’s understandable that this has been a difficult and hectic time for everyone, so the lack of transparency likely isn’t coming from a place of malice. There was so much uncertainty that it would be unrealistic to expect them to have all the answers, and a couple of my interviewees acknowledged this. However, administration could still make changes to make international students feel heard. In the case of an emergency, this could take the form of establishing some protocols about how to effectively communicate with students, but universities could generally try to make a better effort to make international students feel a part of the community. 
Various articles provided suggestions on what can better assist international students during their time on campus. While Sawir et al. (2007) suggested that there be adequate pastoral care for students in addition to fostering stronger bonds between domestic and international students, Mori suggests the problem lies in the “shortage of culturally knowledgeable and sensitive counselors” (2000, p. 140). From there, counselors can learn to focus on developing ways to manage stress, assertively communicate principles of the university system in the United States, and develop skills to help them plan out their lives and careers once they complete their undergraduate education. Additionally, instead of assuming that everyone has a similar level of English proficiency, there should be translation services available to help some international students understand what is going on in a language that they are more comfortable with (Li et al., 2020)
Even beyond the increased likelihood of exposure (i.e., due to international travel), the various stressors that they are regularly exposed to have the potential to put them at risk of infection. Heightened levels of chronic stress suppress the immune system; in turn, it makes one more susceptible to contracting diseases like COVID-19. Remembering that factors like these make international students an at-risk population is what makes it so important to raise awareness about this often-overlooked group.
[bookmark: _Toc71556634]Conclusion
I set out to learn more about the international undergraduate experience before the onset of the pandemic and within the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. While there is less research done on the social and behavioral ramifications of the pandemic, it doesn’t make this research any less important to explore. As we have reached the point where vaccines are widely available in the United States, there are still social, cultural, and mental ramifications of the pandemic that will persist for years to come. Hopefully, this research will shine a light on the ways in which aspects of the pandemic have especially impacted international undergraduates. If anything, it will add to the existing literature on the topic and add some of Vanderbilt students’ experiences throughout this once-in-a-lifetime pandemic. While Vanderbilt is not an anomaly in that its administration did not gracefully handle their international undergraduates, it is still relevant to recognize where exactly these students have felt like this school’s administration has specifically failed them.
The primary themes that I wanted to investigate were cultural adaptation, academics, mental health, isolation, and university administration; I then structured my interviews accordingly. As for cultural adaptation, I figured that learning more about where they came from as well as their experience in the U.S. would help enrich the information that I would learn from the interview. In the literature I have read, I have read articles that discuss how different cultures approach ideas like wearing masks (Flaskerud, 2020) in addition to potential issues that international students have faced in general while they were transitioning to the university system in the United States (e.g., discrimination, the dissonance between expectation and reality, seeking counseling, etc.) (Constantine et al., 2005). If anything, the COVID pandemic might have made it even more difficult to suddenly readjust in the middle of the semester. Learning more about the context in which international undergraduates entered college, then I could better understand other potential issues that could stem from cultural differences. In terms of academics, reasons such as a lack of English proficiency, not understanding of foreign university systems, and missing nearby support systems already put international students at risk for lower levels of academic success. With the pandemic, these issues still exist, but now there are even fewer chances to build support systems and fewer easily accessible resources to help (especially remote) students adapt.
Next, social, academic, and psychological isolation was a challenge these students faced before the pandemic’s onset. Now, the reasons for experiencing isolation are more prevalent now that authorities and university leadership are limiting in-person interactions. Those who are remote likely feel even more isolated because they do not have chances to interact with their peers and build personal bonds. On a similar note, I wanted to make sure I touched on mental health because that is something that I would have unintentionally overlooked if I didn’t make it a theme. In my bibliography, I looked at a source that looked at deteriorating mental well-being among university students during the pandemic; however, it was only among Chinese students in China rather than an international student population (Liu, Liu, & Zhong, 2020). I figured that there would be some degree of overlap, but I didn’t know what other aspects of the pandemic could have further detracted from their mental health. Regardless, I figured that there would be some degree of decline in mental health (e.g., depressive symptoms, anxiousness, etc.) along with increased feelings of loneliness. My interviewees supported these suspicions with anecdotes from their own lives.
Lastly, I wanted to make sure that I touched on communication between Vanderbilt’s administration and international undergraduates. Based on the literature my qualitative interviews, I learned that some of the frustrations may stem from a lack of transparency and consistent updates from the school. One of the articles that I looked at discussed how there was a disconnect in understanding between the international students at two private universities and the administration at these schools (Galloway & Jenkins, 2009). Some issues were thought to be more impactful than they were while others were downplayed more than they should have been. The interviews and pieces from The Hustler reflected similar sentiments regarding their frustration with Vanderbilt’s administration. Overall, it seems as though the COVID-19 pandemic has worsened the international student experience at American universities by unintentionally weakening the already lacking resources for these students. 
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