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Abstract. This paper reviews the various difficulties that international students have encountered 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. The article will collect and analyze the difficulties they face from 
multiple perspectives, including academic, life, emotional, etc. International students in this study 
can come from all over the world and ethnicity, but they are all students from higher education 
institutions of the United States and other Western countries. Depending on their nationality or 
ethnicity, the study will also analyze the degree and number of difficulties they face. By analyzing 
whether and how the difficulties they faced were resolved, the US colleges and universities can more 
clearly understand what the needs of international students are under special circumstances, along 
with helping colleges and international students to get through the last time of the pandemic. The 
contribution of this paper is by reviewing the difficulties of international students that have been 
resolved and unresolved during this pandemic period, in similar crisis situations in the future, 
colleges and universities can provide international students with the help they need more quickly 
and accurately. 
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1. Introduction 

Starting from March 2020, colleges and universities across the United States began rushing to 
prepare for the pandemic period. Both students and faculty are facing huge but numerous problems 
at this time. International students are undoubtedly one of the groups facing the most difficulties and 
troubles at this time. This reviewing paper aims to prepare for future similar crisis situations and also 
help colleges and international students to get through the last time of the pandemic. Most of the 
research in this area focuses on the psychological problems of international students and the effect of 
remote courses. The living conditions of international students who cannot return home and the 
learning conditions of international students with disabilities are not some popular topics for research 
of this area. This paper will introduce the impact of COVID to international students and higher 
education system based on several perspectives, including students’ financial, mental health and 
school performance. 

2. COVID-19 And Education 

2.1 Impact of COVID-19 on the education system & School Closure 

To limit the spread of COVID-19 which is a severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 
(SARS-CoV-2), the US states have adopted a range of non-pharmaceutical interventions. School 
closures were among the most consistently applied interventions. Over a 10-day period in March, the 
50 states in the United States closed Grade 12 kindergartens and day care centers; almost every 
college and university followed suit. These closures have had an unprecedented impact, affecting 21 
million children in day care, 57 million students in kindergarten to grade 12, and 20 million college 
and university students. School closures were broader than the United States. By the middle of April, 
192 countries had closed their schools, affecting almost 1.6 billion of the world's students [1]. While 
there is limited evidence of efficacy, school closures have been promoted as effective mitigation 
strategies during pandemics [2]. The closure of universities has affected student learning in 
universities. To ensure continuity in the colleges and universities, immediate action is necessary. For 
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the running of the course, the online teaching methodology is adopted. Universities are adopting 
learning management software and open source digital learning solutions to offer online courses. 

2.2 International students difficulties 

Research shows that international students are frequently not well served by the United States 
higher education institutions, even before the pandemic. Throughout the campus, resources are 
designed to serve American students, and with little or no other options that might be more accessible 
or culturally acceptable to foreign students. For example, international students are less likely to 
receive services through college counseling centers, which are designed for US students and do not 
provide culturally acceptable services for international students [3]. International students also 
describe feelings of neglect or exclusion from professors and peers, which they attribute to a lack of 
cultural inclusion in the curriculum structure and extracurricular activities [4]. In addition to the lack 
of culturally acceptable resources for international students, these students have additional challenges. 
International students may experience academic challenges, social isolation, few internship or 
employment opportunities, and financial hardship due to discrimination, difficulty adjusting to an 
unfamiliar country, and immigration issues. 

After pandemic, international students face even more challenges. In many respects, the neglect 
of the well-being of international students has become worse. Travel restrictions since COVID-19 
and the recent ICE decision on online admissions restrictions and the administration's "America First" 
policies, including the "Muslim travel ban," have put international students under increasing pressure 
on their status and future in the US [5]. However, US higher education institutions do not appear to 
be doing much to support international students. Instead, institutions are again ignoring the limited 
resources to support these students and forgetting that international students are dealing with a crisis 
when they are most stressed. 

In times of crisis, international students are often severely affected at the same time as being 
ignored by their institutions. For example, Muslim, Middle Eastern, and South Asian international 
students faced discrimination after the September 11 terrorist attacks, and all international students 
faced uncertainty about their legal status within the United States. This uncertainty proved to be 
prescient, as changes to visa rules and paperwork improves its difficulty for foreigners to study in the 
United States after September 11 [6,7]. The most seriously injured group of international students in 
this crisis are Asian students, mainly Chinese students. Since the pandemic was evolved in Wuhan 
city of China, those people with Asian faces are considered to be the source of the pandemic. They 
are often hurt both physically and mentally after the pandemic [8]. However, their colleges and 
universities do not always provide them with adequate and due protection and assistance. 

3. Various Kinds of Difficulties that Have Solutions 

3.1 Fulfil Course Works 

As mentioned earlier, from March to April 2020, many Western higher education institutions led 
by the United States have closed their schools. However, there is no consistent standard for how 
courses are set up after the fall semester as they were in the spring. The details of when and how 
classes are conducted are left to schools or professors.  

Due to the different policies under the pandemic situation in different countries, international 
students will encounter many special difficulties at this time. One of the most widespread problems 
is that many international students cannot return to the U.S. when the semester begins after returning 
to their home countries for the summer [9]. Even with the support of remote classes, the difference in 
time zone is an unavoidable challenge for many international students. These challenges are 
significant because they can easily affect international students' classroom performance and grades 
[10]. Although these challenges can easily affect the completion of international students, it is not too 
difficult to design their solutions. Because schools and professors have enough freedom to plan 
individual courses. It is not difficult to spot the difficulties of international students and help to find 
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solutions. Through online platforms such as ZOOM, Moodle, and YouTube, many academic 
challenges faced by international students have been solved in many ways. With the support of these 
online education platform, the asynchronous distance learning method was large used to solve the 
time zone issue for international students [11,12].  

Asynchronous distance learning gives students the freedom to access courses and their 
instructional materials at any time, from any location, with an internet connection. Another advantage 
of asynchronous learning is that almost everything that happens in the environment is recorded. All 
materials, communications, and interactions may be archived electronically. Participants can review 
course materials including recording, lectures and presentations, and communications between 
participants. This information can usually be provided to course participants at any time [13]. 

3.2 Mental Health Problems 

The mental health problems faced by international students at this time can be divided into three 
categories: loneliness, anxiety and depression.  

It is true that loneliness was a mental health problem that international students often faced before 
the pandemic began. However, compared with the loneliness caused by differences in language and 
culture, the loneliness faced by international students after the pandemic is more complicated and 
serious [14]. 

While the spread of cases was largely contained during the months of social distancing and 
movement restrictions, it was clear that such restrictions in social contact also severely hindered social 
support, according to the study. Lack of this support can create and exacerbate feelings of loneliness 
[15]. In addition, the yearning for relatives and hometown is also the reason why the international 
students feel a strong sense of loneliness [16]. 

Under the pandemic, anxiety and depression are also some of the most serious mental health 
problems affecting international students. Most of the sources of anxiety and depression for 
international students are fear and worry. First, the fear of contracting COVID has caused a lot of 
anxiety among international students. Not only do students fear that they will be infected, but they 
are also worried that their family members will be infected [17]. In addition, the multi-national hatred 
of Asians, mainly Chinese, due to COVID has also made many Asian students who are unable to 
return to their home countries worry about their own safety [18]. In addition, because the policies of 
various countries are constantly changing with the local pandemic situation. This makes the life of 
international students more unstable than that of common students. The complicated process of 
returning to their home country or going to campus is one of the main causes of anxiety for many 
students [19]. 

Because assessment of the mental health challenges of international students related to their unique 
cultural background remains underdeveloped, although almost all higher education institutions in the 
United States have departments to help students overcome mental health problems, their main service 
models and styles often only meet the needs of local students [20]. Professionals may misinterpret 
the mental health needs of international students and provide inappropriate or inadequate support 
without regard to cultural background, nationality, and the unique circumstances of being an 
international student. For example, stress and worry about academic performance can affect the 
mental health of international and U.S. students. While self-imposed pressures related to the academic 
performance of U.S. students tend to be the greatest, pressure from family, friends, home communities, 
or sponsoring government organizations can be the greatest stressors for international students [21]. 
Without knowledge of this potential difference, professionals may recommend strategies to address 
self-stress, which may not alleviate international students' concerns [22]. In addition, many 
international students from East Asian countries have a completely different understanding of mental 
health issues from mainstream perceptions in Western countries. Needing mental health related help 
and having a mental problem is a stigma for them in their own cultures [23]. 

Therefore, mental health assessments and interventions for international students need to be 
culturally sensitive and conducted by culturally competent professionals. After the pandemic caused 
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the mental health problems of international students to aggravate, institutions and scholars began to 
pay attention to the particularity of international students’ mental health problems. From 2020, many 
psychologists began to collect various attitudes and needs of international students towards mental 
health issues, and designed psychological counseling programs for international students of different 
cultures and nationalities [24]. 

3.3 Healthcare Access and Needs 

Health care services are another issue. International students often need to obtain health insurance 
through their university, which is expensive with few benefits. Therefore, many international students 
are afraid of getting sick. This means they need help in unfamiliar medical settings. They need to 
worry about whether they will get proper treatment and whether they can afford the high cost of 
treatment [25]. 

In fact, because of the severity of the pandemic, higher education institutions in the United States 
and other regions have taken into account the great impact of illness on international students. 
Therefore, after a few months of the pandemic, almost all international student insurance guarantees 
that the medical expenses incurred by international students due to COVID-19 will be covered [26]. 

4. Various Kinds of Unsolved Challenges 

4.1 Financial Issues 

During the pandemic, many international students in the U.S. have faced significant financial 
problems with disastrous consequences due to campus closures and other reasons. For example, one 
student from Libya described [27]  

“I rely on my on campus job to pay my bills since my parents cannot afford to help me out. Even 
though I can stay on campus I don’t have much money left. I don’t know how I will afford to pay my 
future bills such as my health insurance, my textbooks, and saving up to pay for my OPT bills.” 

For this student and many others, their financial situation during COVID-19 is closely tied to their 
position on campus and their visa status. Even if they desperately need financial support, it is difficult 
for international students to be legally allowed to apply for off-campus jobs. This often means that 
international students rely on their on-campus jobs to make money, but because campuses are closed, 
they lose that income. Although both international and domestic students will lose some earning 
opportunities due to campus closures. However, due to visa restrictions, international students are 
unable to work elsewhere to earn money, and some students are unable to support themselves, leaving 
them in serious financial hardship [28]. 

4.2 Discrimination and Racism 

WHO issued guidelines in 2015 calling for an end to the linking of viral diseases to areas with first 
outbreaks in order to reduce stigma and negative impacts. The guidelines emphasize that the virus 
will infect all humans and that in the event of an outbreak, everyone is at risk [29]. However, a few 
politicians remain stubborn. Former U.S. President Donald Trump has repeatedly linked the COVID-
19 virus to China, and Brazilian Rep. Eduardo, son of Brazilian President Bolsonaro, called the 
outbreak “China’s fault.” Other regional politicians, including the UK, also say China is to 
blame[30,31]. 

To insist on associating a virus and the disease it causes with a place is irresponsible and needs to 
be stopped immediately. It is clear that since the outbreak of the pandemic, Asians around the world 
have been the target of racist attacks[32]. Law enforcement agencies say they are focusing on 
investigating hate crimes, but it may be too late for some — including most of the more than 700,000 
Chinese students studying abroad. Many Chinese students who have not returned to China are in a 
dilemma. On the one hand, they are afraid of continuing to suffer racial discrimination, on the other 
hand, they are worried about the uncertainty of their future studies, and the recovery time of 
international flights is also unknown [33]. 
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Yet the stigma and discrimination against international students is not limited to those from where 
they study. International students are also harmed by stigma and discrimination after returning home. 
Taking Chinese students as an example, with the rapid development of the pandemic in countries 
around the world, many overseas students chose to interrupt their studies and return to China. 
International students returning to China to "avoid the pandemic" was originally a personal choice 
under the crisis, but in the eyes of some Chinese, it has become "returning to China with the virus", 
and has encountered verbal criticism on the Internet. The reason for this stigma is that, on the one 
hand, many of the imported cases are international students, and on the other hand, due to the impact 
of individual international students not cooperating with the isolation work after returning to China, 
many public have formed more negative impressions of the international student group. Under the 
hype of some online public opinion, the international student group has repeatedly encountered 
discrimination and a certain degree of stigma [34]. 

5. Further View 

Besides to helping colleges and international students to get through the last moments of the 
pandemic, this paper also aims to prepare for future crisis situations. Even if the period of COVID is 
coming to an end, it is always the right thing to prepare for the future.. By reviewing the difficulties 
of international students that have been resolved and unresolved during this pandemic period, in 
similar crisis situations in the future, colleges and universities can provide international students with 
the help they need more quickly and accurately.  

The epidemic has inspired scholars and researchers to pay more attention to the international 
student population. Whether it is the improvement of the online distance course system or the research 
on the special needs of international students by psychologists, they can provide certain physical and 
mental safety guarantees for international students in future crises. However, it is still a question about 
how to deal with these unsolved challenges. 

One of the most glaring problems brought to light by the pandemic has been the inability of 
international students to earn enough money because of visa restrictions after schools closed whether 
schools can provide some remote work to students. Works such as maintaining and updating school 
websites or providing school referrals where students can get paid just by answering phone calls or 
recording videos.  

As for discrimination, as an ongoing problem, it may be an unsolvable problem, but this does not 
mean that limiting discrimination is not necessary. However in fact, in this pandemic, many higher 
education institutions have not noticed the stigma and discrimination against individual groups in 
time. In the next crisis situation, institutions should be more timely aware of how the crisis is affecting 
various ethnic groups and identity groups, and provide additional protection and clarification for them 
if necessary. 

6. Conclusion 

To sum up, many policies, such as school closures, in place to limit COVID-19 have had enormous 
impacts and challenges on the lives of all students. However, the international student group faces 
more daunting and more challenges. During this period, they need to deal with academic challenges, 
social isolation, few internship or employment opportunities, as well as discrimination, and even 
severe financial crises. Especially Asian students, who are mainly Chinese students. Because of their 
Asian faces, they are believed to be the source of the pandemic, and after the pandemic, they are often 
hurt physically and mentally. While higher education institutions have guaranteed international 
students’ rights in many ways, such as academic completion, mental health, and healthcare needs, 
international students in crisis still face many challenges that need to be addressed in the future. 

Financial problem and discrimination are among the most urgent to be addressed. These two 
problems are indeed difficult to eradicate, but in a crisis, higher education institutions and educational 
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organizations have the ability to reduce their severity. However, in this pandemic, these two problems 
were clearly reflected. This is undoubtedly disappointing. All these facts during pandemic shows that 
there is not enough research on the needs of international students in crises. When international 
students need help most, higher education institutions and even the government cannot effectively 
protect the basic rights and interests of international students due to insufficient data and information. 
Therefore in the future, research on international students under crisis is highly recommended to be 
developed by educators and scholars. 
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