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Abstract	

In	challenging	times,	successful	leadership	becomes	even	more	important,	yet	also	harder	to	achieve.	

COVID-19	has	confronted	the	world	with	a	crisis	of	never-before-seen	proportions,	impacting	all	aspects	

of	modern	life.	University	leaders	around	the	world	had	to	react	quickly	in	order	to	lead	their	institutions	

during	these	times	of	uncertainty.	One	part	of	the	student	population	was	and	is	particularly	vulnerable	

with	campuses	shutting	down	and	global	travel	coming	to	a	rather	abrupt	halt:	international	students.	

This	comparative	case	study	will	illuminate	how	university	presidents	from	five	different	countries	are	

informed	in	their	perceptions	of	the	international	students	on	their	campuses	during	the	COVID-19	

crisis.	Ultimately,	important	policy	implications	informing	how	higher	education	leaders	can	navigate	

global	crises	while	simultaneously	best	serving	their	international	student	populations	will	be	informed.		
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Introduction	&	Literature	Review	

Successful	leadership	in	higher	education	is	much	discussed,	yet	hard	to	achieve.	The	challenges	

and	difficulties	presented	to	educational	leadership	are	only	amplified	in	situations	of	crisis.	Many	

studies	have	attempted	to	capture	the	hardships	of	leading	a	higher	education	institution	(HEI)	through	

difficult	times	and	crises	of	various	sorts	(Gigliotti,	2019;	Fortunato	et	al.,	2018;	Smith	&	Hughey,	2006).	



	

	

106	

Brennan	and	Stern	(2017)	point	out	that	“crisis	leadership	requires	not	only	making	decisions	but	also	

communicating	them	in	ways	that	help	to	maintain	a	leader’s	(and	an	organization’s)	legitimacy	and	

credibility”	(p.	121).	Guiding	an	institution	through	difficult	times	is	hence	not	the	sole	responsibility	of	

university	presidents	in	situations	of	crisis.	They	also	carry	the	badge	(and	burden)	of	representing	their	

institutions.	

The	2017	ACE	report	on	college	presidents	mentions	campus	diversity	and	inclusion	as	one	of	

the	top	priorities	of	HEI	presidents,	stating	that	more	“than	half	of	presidents	reported	that	racial	

climate	on	campus	was	more	of	a	priority	than	it	had	been	three	years	ago”	(ACE,	2017,	p.	46).	

Unfortunately,	there	is	still	a	dearth	of	research	on	presidential	responsibilities	towards	the	

international	community	and	internationalization	of	the	campus	(Sullivan,	2011),	with	even	fewer	

studies	on	those	responsibilities	during	a	crisis.	With	the	presidents’	role	as	the	moral	leaders	of	their	

institutions	(Brown,	2006),	their	perceptions	of	all	campus	groups	carry	significant	weight	for	all	HEI	

practices,	routines	and	strategies.	A	global	crisis	like	COVID-19	disproportionately	affects	international	

students	due	to	travel	restrictions,	visa	issues	and	other	amplified	challenges.	It	is	especially	in	situations	

like	this	that	the	spotlight	is	on	educational	leadership.		

International	students,	despite	the	global	trends	of	internationalization	within	global	higher	

education	(McNaughtan	et	al.,	2019),	have	an	ambivalent	role	on	US	college	campuses.	On	the	one	

hand,	they	are	often	perceived	as	threats,	fueled	mainly	by	right-wing	authoritarian	forces	and	a	desire	

for	social	dominance	(Charles-Toussaint	&	Crowson,	2010).	The	US	visa	system	confronts	international	

students	with	a	significant	number	of	hurdles	and	difficulties	(Urias	&	Camp	Yeakey,	2009),	reflecting	

this	apprehensive	stance	on	bringing	in	an	international	student	population.	On	the	other	hand,	the	role	

of	international	students	in	the	US	is	often	one	of	‘cash-cows’.	Besides	generating	an	increased	tuition	

income	(Cantwell,	2019),	they	simultaneously	boost	the	local	economies.	According	to	the	Institute	of	

International	Education	(IIE),	international	students	contributed	as	much	as	$45	billion	to	the	US	
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economy	and	were	involved	in	the	creation	and	promotion	of	more	than	450,000	US	jobs	in	2017.	

Having	an	internationalized	college	campus	hence	definitely	has	economic	incentives.	Another	positive	

effect	of	attracting	and	recruiting	international	students	to	come	study	in	the	US	is	the	trend	towards	a	

globalized	higher	education	under	the	flying	banners	of	the	claim	to	produce	global	citizens.	Excelling	

globally	and	successfully	participating	in	the	global	market	has	become	a	crucial	aspiration	and	goal	of	

higher	education	institutions	around	the	globe	(Rumbley	et	al.,	2012).	

A	crisis	like	the	one	we’re	currently	facing	with	COVID-19	amplifies	already	existing	

organizational	tendencies	in	practices	and	routines.	International	students	represent	a	“vulnerable	

student	population”	(Sherry	et	al.,	2010,	p.	33)	in	general,	leaving	them	even	more	vulnerable	in	

situations	of	crisis.	With	international	students	as	part	of	the	campus	community	facing	a	unique	set	of	

challenges	(Andrade,	2017;	Baklashova	&	Kazakov,	2016;	Heck	&	Mu,	2016;	Pottie-Sherman,	2018;	Wu	

et	al.,	2015),	a	global	crisis	brings	about	a	whole	new	additional	set	of	difficulties	(Chen	et	al.,	2020;	

Demuyakor,	2020;	Dennis,	2020;	Hope,	2020;	Jang	&	Choi,	2020;	King	et	al.,	2020;	Zhai	&	Du,	2020).	

With	an	extensive	existing	research	corpus	focusing	on	educational	leadership	during	crisis	

(Fortunato	et	al.,	2018;	Gigliotti,	2019;	Smith	&	Hughey,	2006),	there	is	a	dearth	of	studies	looking	

specifically	at	how	university	leaders	perceive	their	international	campus	communities	in	crisis	situations	

and	where	they	get	the	information	informing	those	perceptions.	The	purpose	of	this	study	is	to	hence	

and	to	illuminate	how	university	presidents	from	five	different	countries	are	informed	in	their	

perceptions	of	the	international	students	on	their	campuses	during	the	COVID-19	crisis.	In	order	to	do	

so,	the	two	following	research	questions	will	be	answered:	

1. Where	do	university	presidents	get	information	on	the	international	campus	community?	

2. How	do	presidents’	perspectives	of	supporting	international	students	align	with	known	best	

practices	for	supporting	international	students?	

	



	

	

108	

Methodology	

In	order	to	provide	guidance	to	the	limited	research	exiting	on	this	topic,	Grounded	Theory	will	

be	employed	in	order	“to	move	beyond	description	and	to	generate	or	discover	a	theory”	(Creswell	&	

Poth,	2018,	p.	82).	The	methodological	approach	of	a	comparative	case	study	was	chosen	to	answer	the	

two	research	questions	because	of	its	“flexibility	to	incorporate	multiple	perspectives,	data	collection	

tools,	and	interpretive	strategies”	(Blanco	Ramirez,	2016,	p.	19).	Through	the	comparative	aspect	of	the	

case	study	employed,	it	is	possible	to	develop	“an	in-depth	analysis	of	a	case”	(Creswell	&	Creswell,	

2018,	p.	14)	on	multiple	national	levels.	This	allows	for	comparative	conclusions	that	would	not	be	

possible	by	looking	at	merely	one	single	case	(Lieberson,	2000).		

Data	will	be	generated	through	qualitative	interviews	with	university	presidents	from	five	

countries	in	the	presidents’	respective	native	languages	(i.e.	German,	English,	Chinese,	Spanish,	and	

French)	in	order	to	provide	multiple	perspectives	allowing	for	a	comparative	scope	of	the	study.	A	

content	analysis	of	the	themes	brought	up	by	the	presidents	during	the	interviews	will	focus	on	who	and	

what	informs	the	university	leaders’	perceptions	of	their	international	students’	wants	and	needs	during	

a	global	crisis	such	as	COVID-19.	

Proposed	implications	

The	results	of	the	study	will	produce	policy	implications	informing	how	higher	education	leaders	

can	navigate	global	crises	while	simultaneously	best	serving	their	international	student	populations.	

Knowing	where	university	presidents	turn	to	obtain	information	about	a	specific	group	of	the	campus	

population	and	how	that	information	influences	their	perceptions	of	the	needs	that	a	particular	group	

has,	can	help	optimize	future	practices	not	only	in	situations	of	crisis	but	within	the	operational	context	

of	higher	education	institutions	in	general.	
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