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In the United States, about 36% of all community colleges offer international student 
programs, of which, about 13% also offer education abroad programs (Malveaux & 
Raby, 2019). Documentation on community college international education has 
existed since the 1950s. Advocacy for community college international education is 
also not new and is found in numerous American Association of Community Colleges 
publications, association reports, and addresses given by multiple generations of 
community college leaders who view internationalization as an important way to 
serve the community college missions of open access, to support gainful employment 
goals, and to support student success initiatives (American Association of 
Community Colleges, 2018; Boggs & Irwin, 2007; Gleazer, 1975). In celebration of 
the Journal of International Students 10th year anniversary, this essay outlines the 
advances made in community college mobility programs over the past decade. 
Mobility here refers to both inbound (international student programs) and outbound 
(education abroad programs). 

Community colleges play a critical role in training adults to gain skills needed 
for participation in a global economy where required job skills change rapidly. This 
global economy is a context in which international and cross-cultural skills are in high 
demand. This demand is being addressed by community colleges adding international 
learning in their academic and in career training curricula and programs. It is also 
addressed by fostering access to international programs and activities for all students. 
In 1996, Raby and Tarrow discussed how “with the current recession, the fate of 
international education is in jeopardy” (p. 20). In 2012, another recession became the 
backdrop against severe budget cuts that severely impacted periphery programs such 
as international education (Raby, 2012). Today, the economic context of COVID will 
once again redefine the number of students who can afford to travel, the ease of travel, 
and how much infrastructure support will be given by institutions to support 
international programs. Yet, in learning from the past, it is evident that  
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…when the global economy stabilized so did internationalization efforts. 
Even more importantly is that after each crisis period, a new generation of 
individuals emerged as international advocates and who continually seek to 
implement changes in the college. Herein lays the promise of the future. 
(Raby, 2019, p. 16) 

The promise of the future rests on research previously conducted on community 
college internationalization as this research embeds advocacy and best practices so 
that patterns that work do not need to be reinvented. The community college mission 
does not have a singular focus as it was designed to serve multiple purposes. 
Internationalization is one of these missions (Ayers, 2015; Gleazer, 1975; Raby, 
2019). This works in harmony with a local mandate to prepare graduates to gain local 
jobs, even those jobs that are located outside the geographic boundary of the college 
(Ayers, 2015). Internationalization is included in missions (Whatley & Raby, 2020) 
and in strategic planning policies (Copeland, 2016). 

Open access is a guiding principle that allows enrollment opportunities for all 
who want to learn. Open access supports current equity agendas. However, equity in 
international education while encouraging wide-spread enrollment also has 
limitations. For international students, there are minimum qualifications, including 
international testing scores and English language proficiencies. Other limitations 
occur when international students are labeled as a privileged group, which skews the 
services that they receive (Viggiano et al., 2017). For education abroad, minimum 
qualifications include grade point average requirements, code of conduct, financial 
ability, and deficit narratives that stereotype non-traditional students (Whatley & 
Raby, 2020). 

Today, there are dedicated offices and dedicated mid- and senior-level leadership 
positions that oversee internationalization. This includes partnerships with senior 
administration (Brennen & Dellow, 2013), with academic departments and campus 
services (Smith, 2019), and with campus assessment practices (Wood, 2019). There 
are also known areas for augmentation of support services. For international students, 
this includes office policies (Lau et al., 2019), student advising practices (Zhang, 
2016), addressing marginalization resulting from prejudice and discrimination 
(Hansen et al., 2018), and understanding the heterogeneity of international students 
(Bennani, 2018). For education abroad, this includes creative financing 
(Giammarella, 2012), addressing deficit student labels (Raby, 2019; Robertson, 2019; 
Whatley, 2019), re-examining entry requirements, including planning time (Amani 
& Kim, 2017), and understanding when curriculum limits and when it expands free 
time (McKee, 2019). 

Decreased state and federal funding for community colleges complicates the 
financing of international education offices and accentuates marketing to increase the 
number of students who enroll in programs, which in turn, directly impacts the larger 
college budget. Research explains why the college needs to recruit international 
students (Bohman, 2014), why students want to study in community colleges (Zhang 
& Hagedorn, 2013), and why myths can negatively impact student success (Budd et 
al., 2016; Viggiano et al., 2018). 
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Research also shows that international programs positively influence student 
success that lead to increased persistence, transfer, and completion. This is true for 
students who study abroad (Raby et al., 2014; Whatley, 2019) and for international 
students (Benneni, 2018; Slantcheva-Durst & Knaggs, 2017) whose high academic 
aspirations help them to overcoming personal challenges (Friedman, 2018).  

Since the 1980s, national associations, practitioners, and researchers used 
advocacy and research to develop and implement best practices. As a result, 
community college student mobility programs expanded in number and in scope. 
Today, it is common for colleges to include “international” or “global” in their 
mission, vision, and annual priorities. There is an increase in full-time dedicated 
positions for those leading international education, increased access for students to 
participate in various international programs, expanded use of technologies that 
further broaden access, and collaborations that extend beyond the campus. Most 
importantly, students choose to attend community colleges to better themselves, and 
they make sound decisions to engage in college programs to expand their knowledge, 
which includes international mobility programs. 

In the post-COVID period, it is likely that severe state funding challenges, lower 
overall and international student enrollments, and high turnover of senior 
administrators will once again challenge community college international education. 
I propose that the significant research about community college internationalization 
has taught five points that will be important drivers in moving international education 
forward. First, advocacy needs to reinforce that local is not the opposite of global and 
that international education is indeed one of the community colleges’ missions as it 
encapsulates an academic shift that promotes international literacy as a critical 
employability and educational skill. Second, avoid haphazard implementation of 
services that reinforce hegemonic patterns in which some students are given access 
to life-altering experiences while others are denied those experiences. Third, 
eliminate student stereotypes that feed into a negative narrative. Fourth, use caution 
when designating students as a desirable source of revenue. Finally, understand that 
the limits of student success are connected to a lack of supportive institutional 
practices rather than to a lack of student interest. Above all, “Change is a choice 
needed to be made by visionary leaders who must prioritize and then lead these reform 
efforts that are sustainable and not impacted by the shifting of time and institutional 
circumstances (Raby, 2019, p. 17). 
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