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ABSTRACT

How did international undergraduates perform academically during onset of the
coronavirus pandemic s educational disruptions? The present study addresses this
question by testing the hypothesis that an American public university 5 entire
population of international undergraduates who were enrolled throughout
academic year 2019-2020 would struggle academically (term grade point
averages [GPA] below 2.0) to a greater extent in spring 2020 (coinciding with the
pandemic’s onset) than in fall 2019 and winter 2020 (pre-pandemic). Five
different analyses of GPAs yielded disconfirmatory, counterintuitive evidence;
for example, the hypothesis leads to the prediction that the number and percentage
of international undergraduates who struggled academically should increase in
spring 2020 compared to that in fall 2019 and winter 2020 terms. This report’s
results are consistent with these international undergraduates’ resilience and their
institution’s beneficial support. The reasons for ruling out alternative explanations
(widespread cheating, instructors’ leniency, and grade inflation) are discussed.

Keywords: COVID-19, GPA, international undergraduates, pandemic,
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International students’ learning environment while attending American
postsecondary institutions during academic year (AY) 2019-2020 included an
extraordinary, new condition—the novel coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic. In
response to the COVID-19 pandemic, American postsecondary institutions
(including the present report’s) canceled in-person classes and examinations for
spring and summer 2020, implemented online-only finals and instruction, and/or
closed their campus (Burke, 2020; Redden, 2020; Smalley, 2020). The
institutions’ responses resulted in major disruptions of students’

instructional/learning continuity, housing, interpersonal interactions, finances,
graduation plans, and other hallmarks of their education (Dickerson, 2020;
Gallagher et al., 2020; Krahmer et al., 2020; Lederer et al., 2021; Osaze, 2021).
These disruptions were consistent with the acknowledged characteristics of
stressors—arousing, aversive, and unpredictable or uncontrollable conditions
(Kim & Diamond, 2002).

The pandemic’s educational disruptions might jeopardize international
undergraduates’ academic performance while attending American postsecondary
institutions. These students could be particularly susceptible to the disruptions;
they previously had to contend with a host of impactful learning environment
conditions (discussed below), which would have little (if any) bearing on
domestic counterparts. Addition of the pandemic’s disruptions to the preexisting
conditions might reasonably be expected to result in international undergraduates
experiencing academic struggles. Consequently, the present study’s purpose was
to explore this expectation by analyzing international undergraduates’ academic
performance during AY 2019-2020. This study exploits COVID-19’s educational
disruptions to investigate these students’ academic performance as indicated by
various analyses of mean grade point averages (GPAs) earned before and during
the pandemic’s onset at an American West Coast public university (where the AY
has three terms rather than two semesters). The historically extensive range of
international student support services and programs at this university, in
combination with its reputation of academic excellence, has attracted a dramatic
influx of these students during the past decade (Fass-Holmes & Vaughn, 2018)
and resulted in one of the 10 largest international student populations nationwide
(Open Doors, 2020). As reported below, analyses of several measures of change
in the international undergraduates’ term GPAs at this university unexpectedly
revealed decreases during the academic term coinciding with the pandemic’s
disruptions rather than expected increases (or vice versa). These changes are
interpreted as evidence of the students’ resilience.

The present study’s primary objective was to test the hypothesis that the
university’s international undergraduates would struggle academically
(administratively defined as GPA below 2.0) to a greater extent in spring 2020
(SP20), coinciding with the onset of COVID-19’s educational disruptions and
stressors, than during the two preceding terms (fall 2019 [FA19] and winter 2020
[WI20]). Although reports about the coronavirus pandemic’s impact on student
mobility and institutional finances already have appeared in the literature (e.g.,
Martel, 2020; NAFSA: Association for International Educators [NAFSA: AIE],
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2020), research on international students’ academic performance had not
appeared by the time of this report’s review. The present findings would be the
first ones focusing specifically on international undergraduates’ academic
performance during the AY coinciding with onset of the pandemic’s educational
disruptions.

A secondary objective was to measure the degree to which international
undergraduates who previously entered the university as transfer students
(TRAN) struggled academically during SP20 compared with their counterparts
who previously entered as first-time students (NFRS). This objective was based
on previous reports of “transfer shock™ (defined as a “severe drop in performance
upon transfer” from one postsecondary institution to another; Hills, 1965, p. 202),
which could be another stressor specifically affecting this undergraduate
subgroup’s academic performance. Consequently, the present results have been
disaggregated by applicant type rather than treating undergraduates as a single,
homogeneous group (Krsmanovic, 2021).

The following specific questions and related hypotheses, regarding the
university’s entire international undergraduate population who previously entered
as NFRS or TRAN and enrolled throughout AY 2019-2020, were addressed in
this study:

1. How many and what percentage earned GPAs below 2.0 (struggled
academically) during each term in AY 2019-2020? Hypothesis: If these
students struggled academically to a greater extent in SP20 (coinciding with
the pandemic’s onset) than in the two preceding terms, then the numbers
and percentages who earned GPAs below 2.0 in SP20 should exceed the
corresponding values in FA19 and/or WI120.

2. What were their mean GPAs during each term in AY 2019-2020?
Hypothesis: If these students struggled academically to a greater extent in
SP20 than in the two preceding terms, then their mean GPAs in FA19
and/or WI20 should exceed their corresponding value in SP20.

3. What was their change in GPA between successive terms, in particular
between fall term (FA19) and SP20; or between WI120 and SP20?
Hypothesis: If these students struggled academically to a greater extent in
SP20 than in the two preceding terms, then the change in their mean GPAs
between FA19 or WI20 and SP20 should be a negative value.

4. How many and what percentage earned an improved GPA in each
successive term? Hypothesis: If these students struggled academically to a
greater extent in SP20 than in the two preceding terms, then few and a low
percentage of them should have an improved GPA in SP20 relative to FA19
and/or WI20.

589



Barry Fass-Holmes

5. How many and what percentage earned a worse GPA in each successive
term? Hypothesis: If these students struggled academically to a greater
extent in SP20 than in the two preceding terms, then many and a high
percentage of them should have a worse GPA in SP20 relative to FA19
and/or WI20.

Relevant events during AY 2019-2020 to keep in mind for this report were as
follows: The university’s administration first informed its students about the
coronavirus on January 22, 2020; WI20 final examinations were administered
online beginning March 14, three days after the pandemic’s declaration. On
March 20, the governor of the university’s state issued a stay-at-home order, and
the campus closed except for critical functions. WI20 ended on March 21; SP20
began on March 25, coinciding in its entirety with the pandemic’s educational
disruptions and stressors. March 29 was the deadline for all students who could
safely leave the campus to do so, and SP20 ended on June 12.

THEORETICAL CONTEXT
Challenge vs. Stress

The term ““challenge” has been used in the educational research literature to
describe the learning environment conditions that international students typically
experience while attending American postsecondary institutions (e.g., Banjong,
2015; Gautam et al., 2016; Henneberry, 2019; Misra et al., 2003; Perry, 2016;
Zhang-Wu, 2018). Examples of “challenging” conditions include acculturation
(Yan & Berliner, 2013), American academic integrity standards (Bista, 2011) and
teaching methods (Ota, 2013; Roy, 2013), campus climate (Ota, 2013),
discrimination (Ota, 2013), English language (Jin & Schneider, 2019; Ota, 2013;
Sherry et al., 2010; Yan & Berliner, 2013), family expectations (Ota, 2013; Yan
& Berliner, 2009), finances (Sherry et al., 2010; Yan & Berliner, 2013),
homesickness and/or loneliness (Ota, 2013; Sherry et al., 2010), mandatory
compliance with federal immigration regulations (Urias & Yeakey, 2009), neo-
racism (Lee, 2020), social norms (Ota, 2013; Sherry et al., 2010), and travel/visa
restrictions (U.S. Department of State, 2021).

An alternative interpretation of international students’ learning environment
conditions is that they could be experienced as stressors. The concept of stressor
implies stimulating or arousing conditions that an individual perceives as aversive
and unpredictable or uncontrollable (Fink, 2017; Kim & Diamond, 2002). If
international students attending American institutions do perceive their learning
environment conditions as aversive and unpredictable or uncontrollable, they
could be experiencing stress (e.g., Misra et al., 2003; Yan, 2017) and risk negative
impacts on their learning (e.g., Vogel & Schwabe, 2016).

The research literature on stressors includes many theoretical categorizations.
Relevant examples include (but are not limited to) Berry’s (1997) stress-coping
framework that divides stressors into individual (micro)- and group (macro)-level
sources (Yan, 2017; Yan & Berliner, 2009, 2011, 2013); Alharbi and Smith’s
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(2018) division of stressors into categories (acculturative, English-language
proficiency, perceived discrimination, loneliness, and academic) on the basis of a
literature review; and Henneberry’s (2019) nine areas of stress (academic,
language, financial, family, social, logistic, religious, dietary, and identity
stressors) that reflect their sources. The following more simplistic categorization
provides a context for the present study.

Stressors simplistically could be divided into institution-specific stimulating
or arousing conditions that a student perceives as aversive and unpredictable or
uncontrollable versus institution-independent ones. Institution-specific stressors
are ones that originate from within the institution and differ between institutions;
American academic integrity standards are an example because they originate
from each institution’s administration and differ between institutions regarding
their associated policies, communications, etc. (Fishman, 2016). Institution-
independent ones originate from sources other than the institution and are
relatively generalized across institutions; family expectations are an example
because they originate outside of the institution and generally occur across
institutions due to their association with students’ parents (Ota, 2013; Yan &
Berliner, 2009). Accordingly, international students’ conditions described in the
research literature as challenges could be recategorized as follows: Institution-
specific stressors include academic integrity standards, campus climate,
discrimination (i.e., institutionally systemic), neo-racism (i.e., institutionally
systemic), and teaching methods; institution-independent stressors include
acculturation, discrimination (i.e., societal), English language, family
expectations, finances, homesickness, loneliness, mandatory compliance with
federal immigration regulations, neo-racism (i.e., societal), social norms, and
travel/visa restrictions.

The above distinctions between institution-specific vs. institution-
independent stressors, and between stressors vs. challenges are relevant in the
present report because of the likelihood that the coronavirus pandemic’s
educational disruptions were stressors. To the extent that international
undergraduates attending American postsecondary institutions did perceive the
aforementioned learning environment conditions as stressors (Yan, 2017; Yan &
Berliner, 2009, 2011, 2013), the educational disruptions associated with the
COVID-19 pandemic’s onset (Lederer et al., 2021) also would be perceived as
stressors (e.g., Xia & Duan, 2020). Students would have perceived the pandemic’s
disruptions as stressors because of their stimulating or arousing, aversive, and
unpredictable or uncontrollable conditions (Dickerson, 2020; Gallagher, 2021;
Gallagher et al., 2020; Krahmer et al., 2020; Osaze, 2021). Stressfulness is further
suggested by stakeholders’ documented concerns about the pandemic having a
negative impact on students’ learning and development (e.g., Engzell et al., 2021;
Lederer et al., 2021) and by studies showing negative impacts on students’ mental
health (Ma & Miller, 2020; Onyema et al., 2020). Some of the pandemic’s
disruptions would qualify as institution-specific stressors (e.g., campus closure
communications and process) since they originate from the students’ institution
and differ between institutions; others would qualify as institution-independent
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stressors (e.g., travel bans/restrictions) since they originate from a source other
than the institution and are relatively generalized across institutions (Smalley,
2020).

Interpreting international students’ learning environment conditions as
stressors (rather than as challenges) has implications for the student development
theory, specifically Nevitt Sanford’s challenge and response principle underlying
postsecondary institutions’ efforts to promote learning. He described ““challenge”
as follows:

This approach to developing the individual grows out of the belief that
people do not change unless they encounter a situation to which they
cannot adapt with the use of devices already present. ... It is the job of
the change-inducing institution to present the person to be changed with
a succession of new challenges which will stimulate the desired
responses. ... [tis the teacher % task to find a way to reach these students,
challenge them, jolt them out of their ruts, so that they will revise their
ways of looking at things and thus be required to generate new
perspectives and systems of response. ... By creating a little anxiety in
[the student] we open him to learning. (Sanford, 1966, pp. 44-45)

The above quotation implies that Sanford defined “challenges” as strategies or
approaches that teachers would use to “‘jolt [students] out of their ruts,” to promote
change in their responses, and, consequently, to promote student learning and
development. If the challenge (teacher’s strategy/approach) is so overwhelming
that students have difficulty coping, the teacher would need to offer support
(Sanford, 1966). If the challenge (teacher’s strategy/approach) instead is too
weak, the teacher would not have stimulated the desired responses. In other words,
too much or too little challenge results in the absence of student learning and
development (Chaves, 2006; McCallum, 2015). Sanford’s support principle is
relevant to the present study, because beneficial institutional support has the
potential to promote international undergraduates’ resilience and academic
success during the pandemic’s onset (cf, Robbins et al., 2018).

Most (if not all) of the aforementioned learning environment conditions
experienced by international students studying in America are tangential to
teachers’ strategies/approaches for challenging students to promote their learning
and development. If Sanford’s challenge concept signifies teachers’ strategies or
approaches to promote students’ learning and development, it could be considered
a teacher-specific condition of students’ learning environment. The research
literature’s challenges are different, because they reside outside of teachers’
purview. These non-teacher-specific conditions of international students’ learning
environment consequently should be described as something other than
“challenges,” to distinguish them from Sanford’s concept. Describing them
instead as stressors in the present report accomplishes this distinction.
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METHOD

This study was based on an American West Coast public university (its AY has
three terms rather than two semesters) that afforded the following educationally
significant and distinct advantages: 1) It has historically provided a broad range
of student support services and programs plus additional ones specifically tailored
for international students that were enhanced during the pandemic’s onset; 2)
these support services and programs, plus the university’s strong reputation for
academic excellence, have combined to attract one of the 10 largest international
student populations nationwide (Open Doors, 2020); and 3) previous studies’
results on this university’s undergraduate population’s academic performance
(Dorado & Fass-Holmes, 2016; Fass-Holmes, 2016; Fass-Holmes & Vaughn,
2014, 2015) were available for potential comparison.

The entire international (F-1 or J-1 visa; U.S. Department of State, n.d.)
undergraduate population attending this university in AY 2019-2020 comprised
the study’s participant pool (N = 5,026; NFRS = 3,761, TRAN = 1,265).
Demographic data plus GPAs for all international undergraduates who initially
enrolled at the university before or during FA19 were extracted from the student
information system using structured query language programs (Fass-Holmes &
Vaughn, 2014, 2015). The resulting records contained unique ID, term GPAs,
applicant type (NFRS vs. TRAN), field of study, home country, and visa. These
records were organized in a spreadsheet file with quality controls that precluded
double-counting students with multiple records.

Records belonging to the university’s entire population of international
undergraduates who were enrolled for each of the three terms of AY 2019-2020
were identified and included in the study (N = 3,970; NFRS = 3,101, TRAN =
869); counterparts without enrollment in at least one term were excluded. This
method ensured that data belonging to the exact same students were used in
comparing GPAs between terms. An additional control consisted of identifying
and deleting records with 0.00 term GPAs, which resulted from taking all classes
in that term on pass/fail option; only authentic 0.00 term GPAs (i.e., F in all letter-
graded classes within the term) were included. Confidentiality was ensured by
carrying out procedures approved by the Institutional Review Board, and using
encryption on a locked-down computer.

Descriptive statistical analyses consisted of calculating counts, percentages,
means, and standard deviations on term GPAs earned by the university’s entire
population of international undergraduates who were enrolled in FA19, WI20, and
SP20. In the calculations of percentages, the denominator was a total value
appropriate for the data category in question; for example, the denominator for
calculating the percentage of TRAN with term GPA <2.0 in SP20 was the total
number of enrolled TRAN in SP20. These analyses were disaggregated by AY
2019-2020’s terms, to facilitate calculations of GPA changes between terms.
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RESULTS
Demographics

The university’s entire population of international undergraduates who were
enrolled in FA19, WI120, and SP20 included 3,970 F-1 or J-1 students; 3,101 had
previously entered the university as NFRS and 869 as TRAN (the vast majority
having transferred from community colleges). These students’ top five home
countries were China (N=2,771; 69.8% of the population), India (N =228; 5.7%),
South Korea (N = 182; 4.6%), Taiwan (N = 145; 3.6%), and Hong Kong (N = 87;
2.2%). Their top five fields of study were Social Sciences (N = 1,299),
Engineering (N = 900), Physical Sciences (including Mathematics; N = 837),
Biological Sciences (N = 362), and Multidisciplinary Studies (N = 251).

Research Question 1—Term GPAs Below 2.0

InFA19, 3.2% (N = 100) of the university’s entire population of international
undergraduates who had previously entered as NFRS and were enrolled in FA19,
WI20, and SP20 earned GPAs below 2.0 (administratively defined as
“academically struggling”). In WI20, 2.3% (N = 71) earned GPAs below 2.0; in
SP20, 2.1% (N = 64). The majority of these students, 69.0%, came from China,
10.0% from South Korea, and 8.0% from India. The largest percentages had a
major in Social Sciences (29.0%), Physical Sciences (25.0%), or Engineering
(20.0%).

In FA19, 8.7% (N = 76) of the university’s entire population of international
undergraduates who had previously entered as TRAN and were enrolled in FA19,
WI20, and SP20 earned GPAs below 2.0 (academically struggling). In WI20,
4.7% (N =41) earned GPAs below 2.0; in SP20, 3.3% (N =29), which was 57.1%
and significantly (Z test of independent proportions [http://vassarstats.net/
propdiff ind.html]; Z=—-2.193, p <.05) higher than NFRS’ corresponding value
(2.1%). The majority of these students, 57.9%, likewise came from China, 18.4%
from India, and 7.9% from Indonesia (none from South Korea). The largest
percentages of these students had a major in Social Sciences (43.4%),
Multidisciplinary Studies (22.4%), or Physical Sciences (18.4%).

These results indicate that less than 10% of the university’s entire population
of international undergraduates who were enrolled throughout AY 2019-2020
earned term GPAs below 2.0, and that the percentage who previously entered the
university as TRAN and struggled academically was roughly double the
corresponding percentage of NFRS. Contrary to what might reasonably be
expected, and opposite to what the research hypothesis would predict, the number
and percentage of these students who struggled academically decreased from
FA19 and WI20 to SP20. They struggled academically to a lesser extent during
onset of the pandemic’s educational disruptions and stressors than during the
immediately preceding terms.
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Research Question 2—Mean GPAs

Figure 1 shows the mean GPAs and their changes between the three terms of
AY 2019-2020, disaggregated by applicant type (NFRS in Figure 1A vs. TRAN
in 1B) and by FA19 academic performance (term GPA below 2.0 in gray bars vs.
at or above 2.0 in black). The university’s entire population of international
undergraduates who previously entered as NFRS and were enrolled in FA19,
WI20, and SP20 earned somewhat higher mean GPAs than TRAN counterparts
in each of the three terms, regardless of whether they academically struggled
(<2.0) or succeeded (=2.0) in FA19. The mean GPA difference between these two
applicant type groups was less than half of a letter grade in each term; that is, less
than the difference between C and C- or between C and C+.

Figure 1 additionally shows a 90.1% improvement in mean GPA in WI20
(before the pandemic’s onset) and a further 14.6% improvement in SP20 (coinciding
with the pandemic’s onset}—from D+ to B-; and from B- to ~B+, respectively—by
the university’s entire population of international undergraduates who 1) previously
entered as NFRS, 2) were enrolled in FA19, WI20, and SP20, and 3) academically
struggled in FA19. The counterparts who academically succeeded in FA19 improved
their mean GPA (B+) by 10.1% (A-) in WI20, and they improved by an additional
3.2% (A-) in SP20. TRAN counterparts who academically struggled in FA19
improved their mean GPA (~D+) by 107.9% (~B-) in WI20, and they improved by
an additional 19.3% (~B) in SP20. The counterparts who academically succeeded in
FA19 (B) improved by 13.4% (B+) in WI20, and they improved by an additional 4.6%
(~A-) in SP20.

A.NFRS B. TRAN

FA19 GPA<2.0
W FA19 GPAZ22.0

4.00

3.00

2.00

Mean Term GPA

1.00

— N=76
FA19

Academic Term and Year

Figure 1: Mean Term GPA of International Undergraduates
(Disaggregated by Applicant Type and Fall 2019 Academic Performance).

Note: Error bars represent standard deviations. Values at the top of each bar represent the value of the mean term
GPA. Percentage values beneath the arrows represent the change from the previous term’s mean GPA, and the
arrows indicate the change’s direction. Values at the bottom of each bar represent the number of international

undergraduates. Abbreviations: NFRS = first-time students; TRAN = transfer students;
FA19 = fall 2019; WI20 = winter 2020; SP20 = spring 2020.
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The results in Figure 1 indicate that the direction of change in SP20’s mean
GPAs relative to FA19 and WI20 was the exact opposite of what the research
hypothesis would have predicted for the university’s entire population of
international undergraduates who were enrolled throughout AY 2019-2020.
These students counterintuitively showed an improvement in SP20 (coinciding
with the pandemic’s onset), whereas the research hypothesis would have predicted
a worsening. The present results, therefore, disconfirm the research hypothesis
that these students would struggle academically (term GPA below 2.0) to a greater
extent during SP20 than during the preceding two terms.

Research Questions 3-5—Changes in GPAs Between Terms

Figure 2 shows additional measures of change in GPA between the three
terms of AY 2019-2020: the percentages and counts of the university’s entire
population of international undergraduates who were enrolled in each of the three
terms of AY 2019-2020 and whose mean GPA improved from FA19 to WI20 or
from FA19 to SP20. These measures are disaggregated by the students’ applicant
type (NFRS in Figure 2A vs. TRAN in 2B) and by FA19 academic performance
(term GPA below 2.0 in gray bars vs. at or above 2.0 in black). Of the 100 NFRS
whose FA19 term GPA was below 2.0 (academically struggling), 87.0% (N = 87)
improved in WI20 and only another 1.1% (N = 1) improved in SP20. Of the 3,001
NFRS whose FA19 term GPA was at or above 2.0 (academically succeeding),
51.1% (N = 1533) improved in WI20 and an additional 42.6% (N = 605) improved
in SP20. Of the 76 TRAN whose FA19 term GPA was below 2.0, 93.4% (N="71)
improved in WI20 and only another 1.4% (N = 1) improved in SP20. Of the 793
TRAN whose FA19 term GPA was at or above 2.0, 51.8% (N =411) improved in
WI20 and an additional 53.7% (N = 220) improved in SP20.

Figure 3 shows the corresponding measures of change (percentages and
counts) in GPA between the three terms of AY 2019-2020 for the university’s
entire population of international undergraduates who were enrolled in each of the
three terms of AY 2019-2020 and whose mean GPA worsened from FA19 to
WI20 or from FA19 to SP20. These measures are disaggregated by the students’
applicant type (NFRS in Figure 3A vs. TRAN in 3B) and by FA19 academic
performance (term GPA below 2.0 in gray bars vs. at or above 2.0 in black). Of
the 100 NFRS whose FA19 term GPA was below 2.0 (academically struggling),
10.0% (N = 10) worsened in WI20 and only another 1.0% (N = 1) worsened in
SP20 (Figure 3A). Of the 3,001 NFRS whose FA19 term GPA was at or above
2.0 (academically succeeding), 37.8% (N = 1,134) worsened in WI20 but 61.6%
(N="1700) fewer worsened in SP20. Of the 76 TRAN whose FA19 term GPA was
below 2.0, 6.6% worsened in WI20 and 19.7% (N = 1) fewer worsened in SP20
(Figure 3B). Of the 793 TRAN whose FA19 term GPA was at or above 2.0, 44.9%
(N =356) worsened in WI20 and 64.4% (N = 229) fewer worsened in SP20.
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Figures 2 and 3 indicate that larger numbers and percentages of the
university’s entire population of international undergraduates who previously had
entered as NFRS or TRAN and were enrolled throughout AY 2019-2020 had
improved GPAs in SP20 (coinciding with the pandemic’s onset) than in FA19 and
WI20. In addition, smaller numbers and percentages of these students who were
enrolled throughout AY 2019-2020 had worse GPAs in SP20 than in FA19 and
WI20. The opposite results would have been predicted—smaller numbers and
percentages of students with improved GPAs, larger numbers and percentages of
students with worse ones. The directionality of these results counterintuitively
disconfirms the research hypothesis that the university’s entire population of
international undergraduates who were enrolled throughout AY 2019-2020
would struggle academically (term GPA below 2.0) to a greater extent during
SP20 than during the preceding two terms. Instead, these students struggled
academically to a lesser extent during onset of the pandemic’s educational
disruptions and stressors.

A.NFRS B. TRAN

FA19 GPA <2.0
W FA19 GPA =220

100 934 9.7
87.0 88.0

79.6

1.4%
75 11% 712

42.6%

Percentage
@
o

25

0 N=87 N=88 N=71 N=72
FA19— FA19— FA19— FA19— FA19—
WI20 SP20 WI20 SP20 Wi20 SP20 Wi20 SP20

Academic Term and Year

Figure 2: Percentages and Counts of International Undergraduates Whose
Mean Term GPA Improved Between Terms (Disaggregated by Applicant
Type and Fall 2019 Academic Performance).

Note: Values above each bar represent the percentage of international undergraduates whose term GPA improved
from FA19 to WI20 or SP20. Percentage values beneath the arrows represent the change from the FA19 mean
GPA, and the arrows indicate the change’s direction. Values at the bottom of each bar represent the number of

international students. Abbreviations: NFRS = first-time students; TRAN = transfer students; FA19 = fall 2019;
WI20 = winter 2020; SP20 = spring 2020.
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A.NFRS B. TRAN
FA19 GPA<2.0
100 W _FA19 GPA22.0
75

Percentage
g

1 378 ‘ ‘

1.0% 61.6% 19.7%
14.5

1.0
100 - 53

0 N=1134 N=5 N=4 | N=356
FA19—~ FA19— FA19—  FA19— FA19—  FA19— FA19—  FA19—

w20 SP20 Wwi20 SP20 Wi20 SP20 Wi20 SP20

Academic Term and Year

Figure 3: Percentages and Counts of International Undergraduates Whose
Mean Term GPA Worsened Between Terms (Disaggregated by Applicant
Type and Fall 2019 Academic Performance).

Note: Values above each bar represent the percentage of international undergraduates whose term
GPA worsened from FA19 to WI20 or SP20. Percentage values beneath the arrows represent the change
from the FA19 mean GPA, and the arrows indicate the change’s direction. Values at the bottom of each bar
represent the number of international undergraduates. Abbreviations: NFRS = first-time students;
TRAN = transfer students; FA19 = fall 2019; WI20 = winter 2020; SP20 = spring 2020.

DISCUSSION

This study’s primary objective was to determine how the university’s entire
population of international undergraduates who were enrolled throughout AY
2019-2020 performed academically (using term GPAs as an indicator) during the
coronavirus pandemic’s onset. The hypothesis, based on the likelihood that the
pandemic’s educational disruptions were stressors (Fink, 2017; Kim & Diamond,
2002) that could negatively impact learning (e.g., Vogel & Schwabe, 2016), was
that these students would struggle academically to a greater extent in SP20 than
in FA19 and/or WI20. Confirmation of this hypothesis would suggest that the
pandemic’s educational disruptions and stressors (institution-specific and/or
institution-independent ones) negatively impacted these students independently
of or synergistically with other stressors that they experienced while studying in
America. A second objective was to measure the degree to which the university’s
entire population of international undergraduates who were enrolled throughout
AY 2019-2020 and previously entered the university as TRAN struggled
academically in SP20. If these students showed evidence of greater academic
struggling in SP20 than their NFRS counterparts, it could indicate that transfer
shock negatively impacted TRAN during the pandemic’s educational disruptions
and stressors.

These two objectives were accomplished by descriptive statistical analyses
of GPAs earned by the university’s entire population of international
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undergraduates who were enrolled throughout AY 2019-2020. The analyses
counterintuitively yielded evidence disconfirming each of the five research
questions’ hypothesis; contrary to what might reasonably be expected, these
students struggled academically to a lesser extent during onset of the pandemic’s
educational disruptions than during the immediately preceding terms. The
evidence additionally indicates that the university’s entire population of
international undergraduates who previously entered as TRAN and were enrolled
throughout AY 2019-2020 struggled academically to a statistically greater extent
than their NFRS counterparts, although less than 10% of each subgroup struggled.

The present findings’ directionality supports the conclusion that the
university’s entire population of international undergraduates who were enrolled
throughout AY 2019-2020 did not struggle academically to a greater extent in
SP20 (during the pandemic’s institution-specific and/or institution-independent
stressors) than in FA19 and WI20; instead, these students struggled academically
to a lesser extent. These findings are the first to provide evidence of international
undergraduates showing improvement (rather than worsening) of academic
performance during onset of the coronavirus pandemic, and they are educationally
meaningful for researchers and administrators alike. They indicate that these
students generally succeeded academically in SP20, despite the pandemic’s
disruptions and stressors. Their academic success could have been attributable (at
least in part) to their having devoted more time or effort to studying, using
translation software to facilitate their understanding of course content, exam
questions, etc., and/or using other coping strategies during the pandemic’s onset
(Ferdiansyah et al., 2020; Xia & Duan, 2020; Yan, 2017). Further research is
needed to learn more about these students’ coping strategies.

What other explanation(s) could account for these counterintuitive,
disconfirmatory findings? One candidate is that they constitute an outlier and are
not truly representative. This explanation is unlikely because the present findings
replicate and extend previous ones showing similarly low percentages of
academically struggling international undergraduates during previous fall terms
at the same university (Fass-Holmes, 2016; Fass-Holmes & Vaughn, 2014, 2015).
Other candidate explanations include increased cheating, grade inflation, and/or
instructors’ sympathetic grading (Fass-Holmes, 2017; Pattison et al., 2013) during
SP20 compared with FA19 and WI20. These explanations would require
unreasonable stretching to compellingly account for the present findings’ specific
patterns. For instance, faculty and teaching assistants (TAs) would have needed
to administer final examinations with ineffective and/or insufficient safeguards
against cheating (contrary to established policies) to produce the present results’
patterns. They also would have needed to expend time and effort determining
which students in their classes were international NFRS or TRAN, then use the
determinations to inflate or sympathetically assign grades accordingly to yield the
present findings’ patterns. These explanations consequently seem highly
improbable considering that faculty and TAs also had to endure the pandemic’s
disruptions and stressors. Additional research will be required, however, to
conclusively resolve these other explanations’ validity.
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The more parsimonious explanation (cf, Borowski, 2012) is that these
students showed evidence of resilience (“attitudes and behaviours which are
associated with an individual’s ability to recover from adversity and also to
actively adapt in the face of these adversities and stress ... an essential capacity
for a student to fully thrive within [higher education]”; Robbins et al., 2018, p.
44) and effective institutional support (Glass et al., 2021) during the pandemic’s
onset. Although SP20’s learning environment conditions most likely did include
stressors (Kim & Diamond, 2002), the university’s international undergraduates
evidently adapted to remote learning and other educational disruptions more
successfully than researchers and educators might have expected (Dhawan, 2020;
Lee et al., 2021; Onyema et al., 2020; Serhan, 2020). This is not to say that every
student resiliently succeeded academically during the pandemic’s onset.
However, the percentages who did struggle academically are remarkably low (less
than 10%), considering their extraordinary learning environment conditions.

This study’s second objective was to measure the degree to which the
university’s entire population of international undergraduates who were enrolled
throughout AY 2019-2020 and previously had entered as TRAN struggled
academically in SP20 compared with their NFRS counterparts. It tested the
hypothesis that if the former students showed evidence of greater academic
struggling in SP20 than the latter, then transfer shock could have had an additional
negative impact during the pandemic’s onset. The present results are consistent
with this hypothesis: 1) The percentage of academically struggling TRAN in SP20
significantly exceeded the corresponding percentage of NFRS; and 2) TRAN’s
mean GPAs were below NFRS’ corresponding values in SP20 (and the preceding
two terms). These findings replicate and extend previous ones comparing the
university’s TRAN and NFRS on measures of academic achievement, retention,
graduation, and time to degree (Dorado & Fass-Holmes, 2016; Fass-Holmes,
2016). Although the difference between percentages of TRAN and NFRS who
struggled academically in SP20 was statistically significant, both subgroups’
values were below 10%; instead, both largely succeeded academically.

Two noteworthy limitations should be kept in mind. First, the present study
used a single university’s entire international undergraduate population that was
enrolled throughout AY 2019-2020 (except students taking all classes pass/fail).
Replications analyzing other postsecondary institutions’ data (including
community colleges for the first objective) are needed to evaluate generalizability.
Second, the university’s response to the pandemic might have varied between
faculty, TAs, and/or departments; some could have adapted more efficiently and
effectively to the pandemic’s disruptions than others. This issue requires further
investigation, identifying the best practices that optimize adaptation.

This report’s results have implications for education policy and practice,
specifically regarding the decisions about development and/or delivery of
international undergraduates’ support programs and services. A deficit view that
international undergraduates necessarily and collectively struggle academically
because of their English language incompetency or linguistic inferiority to their
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domestic counterparts (Jin & Schneider, 2019; Zhang-Wu, 2018) could lead
administrators to implement support programs and services for all (or at least a
substantial percentage of) international undergraduates. To the extent that any
institution’s existing beneficial supports promote international undergraduates’
academic success (term GPAs at or above 2.0) during the pandemic’s disruptions
and stressors, their administrators can focus instead on additional programs and/or
services designed specifically and cost effectively for those students who need
them most rather than for the entire population.

In conclusion, this report contributes the research literature’s first evidence
of international undergraduates showing improvement (rather than worsening) of
academic performance during onset of the coronavirus pandemic. The
counterintuitive direction of change in SP20 GPAs relative to the immediately
preceding two terms disconfirms the present study’s hypothesis that international
undergraduates should struggle academically to a greater extent in SP20 than in
FA19 and/or WI20. This hypothesis is based on the likelihood that the pandemic’s
educational disruptions were stressors (Fink, 2017; Kim & Diamond, 2002) and
put these students at a risk of negative impact on their learning (e.g., Vogel &
Schwabe, 2016). Instead, the university’s entire population of international
undergraduates who were enrolled throughout AY 2019-2020 struggled
academically to a lesser extent in SP20 than in FA19 and/or WI20. (e.g., Vogel &
Schwabe, 2016). The present findings are indicative of these students’ resilience
during onset of the pandemic’s stressful educational disruptions.
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