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ABSTRACT

Mindset beliefs (beliefs about malleability of human attributes) likely influenced
the psychological adjustment of undergraduate students during the pandemic.
This study investigated the role of mindset beliefs about adaptability (the ability
to adapt to change) in shaping the mental health and behavioral engagement of
international and domestic students in the U.S. The psychological experiences of
98 international students and 98 domestic counterparts enrolled at a public U.S.
institution during Fall 2020 were compared. Tests of mean differences showed
that, relative to domestic students, international students reported a stronger
belief that people could become more adaptable to changing circumstances.
International students also reported better mental health. The two groups did not
differ in their academic behavioral engagement. Path analysis showed that mental
health mediated the relationship between international student status and
behavioral engagement, whereas mindset beliefs about adaptability did not. The
findings highlight the psychological strengths of international students.

Keywords: adaptability, COVID-19, engagement, international students, mental
health, mindset

Students in higher education reported feeling stressed about their life during the
pandemic (Hawley et al., 2021). The health risk of contracting COVID-19, change
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in instruction modality, reduced campus services, and social isolation, made Fall
2020 a uniquely difficult time for students (Chronicle of Higher Education, 2020;
Lederer et al., 2021). Undergraduate students reported experiencing more mental
health challenges during the pandemic compared to before (Kim et al., 2022).

Poor mental health can lead students to doubt the value of college education,
consider dropping out, and feel dissatisfied, whereas positive student mental
health supports persistence and satisfaction (Lipson & Eisenberg, 2018). Thus,
mental health influences students’ academic engagement. Although a general
decline was observed in undergraduate students’ mental health and engagement
in college at the start of the pandemic, different aspects of undergraduate students’
identities had the potential to make the pandemic-related psychological
experiences qualitatively distinct across groups of students (e.g., Molock &
Parchem, 2021).

This study focused on undergraduate students’ international status. Students
with a F-1 category visa were defined as “international students” and students
who were U.S. citizens as “domestic students” (United States Citizenship &
Immigration Services, 2020). Evidence suggests that international students are
particularly vulnerable to mental health challenges because of the presence of
unique stressors in their lives (e.g., ability to work restricted by visa status;
Alharbi & Smith, 2018; Brunsting et al., 2018), which were exacerbated during
the pandemic (Coffey et al., 2020; Lai et al., 2020).

In early 2020, the U.S. government considered deporting international
students (Treisman, 2020). Collective advocacy of multiple U.S. universities
prevented deportation of international students (Svrulga & Anderson, 2020). This
eased the situation somewhat for international students who were in the U.S., but
it did not erase the uncertainty over global mobility (Rufo, 2020). International
students who were in their home countries had to attend virtual classes from a
different time zone (Bhattacharya, 2020). International students’ decision to
reside in the host country or in their home country was influenced by multiple
factors (e.g., travel costs, travel restrictions; Cheng, 2022; Lakowski, 2020).
International students who were attending college from their home countries
reported more positive effects of interacting with other students on their learning
and felt more comfortable in the academic context, compared with international
students living in the host country (Wilczewski et al., 2021). Yet, international
students on average reported better adjustment to instructional changes during the
pandemic compared to domestic students (Chirikov & Soria, 2020). In this study,
we examined psychological factors that could have influenced students’
adaptation to the pandemic-related academic changes based on their international
status.
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LITERATURE REVIEW
Mindset Theory

In adverse situations, people with high psychological flexibility are better
equipped to deal with stress than those with low psychological flexibility (Arslan
& Allen, 2022; Pakenham et al., 2020). Beliefs about the malleability of human
attributes can impact the degree of psychological flexibility during challenging
times (Perkins et al., 2021). According to mindset theory, people hold implicit
beliefs about the malleability of diverse human attributes, such as intelligence and
personality (Dweck & Yeager, 2019). Those who view attributes as unchangeable
are said to hold a fixed mindset; those who view attributes as changeable are said
to hold a growth mindset. People with a growth mindset experience less
psychological distress and use more active coping strategies in the face of
difficulties than those with a fixed mindset (Burnette et al., 2020; Miu & Yeager,
2015). Most people, however, hold a view somewhere between these two
extremes (Yeager & Dweck, 2020).

Some evidence showed that college students with high growth mindset about
intelligence perceived the pandemic to be a less disruptive event in their lives, felt
less stressed, and stayed more engaged in academic work, than students who
reported low growth mindset (Zhao et al., 2021). In a study conducted on
international college students in Britain, students with high growth mindset about
intelligence experienced less academic stress during the pandemic compared to
students who had low growth mindset (Mosanya, 2021). Growth mindset about
intelligence in college students is associated with better life satisfaction, lower
psychological distress, and persistence (Lam & Zhou, 2020).

To remain academically engaged during the pandemic required students to
reject preconceived expectations of what their college experience would be like
and adjust to new circumstances. The ability to react to uncertainty and novelty
by responding in appropriate ways is called adaptability (Martin et al., 2012). A
study conducted with college students during the pandemic showed that
transitioning to online learning was generally perceived negatively compared with
face-to-face learning; however, students with high adaptability reported fewer
negative feelings and more positive feelings relative to students with low
adaptability (Besser et al., 2020). In another study with undergraduate students in
their first year of college, students high in adaptability were more likely to report
behavioral engagement than those low in adaptability as they transitioned from
high school to college (Collie et al., 2017).

Mindset beliefs shape students’ adaptability in academic settings.
Specifically, growth mindset beliefs about intelligence are positively correlated
with adaptability, and fixed mindset beliefs about intelligence are negatively
correlated with adaptability (Martin et al., 2012). Researchers examining the
predictors and outcomes of adaptability in students similarly found that growth
mindset beliefs about intelligence predicted adaptability, which in turn predicted
a range of academic (e.g., behavioral engagement) and non-academic outcomes
(e.g., life satisfaction; Martin et al., 2013). Although mindset beliefs about
intelligence and personality have been extensively investigated, mindset beliefs
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about adaptability have not. In this study, our focus was on undergraduate
students’ growth mindset about the ability to adapt to change (adaptability
mindset). Given the unprecedented changes associated with the pandemic,
holding a growth mindset about adaptability could have played a key role in
promoting students’ mental health and academic engagement.

Differences in Psychological Experiences Based on International Student
Status

International students experience situations that set them apart from domestic
students in multiple ways. Many international students must learn to navigate
social interactions in a new language, adjust to new cultural norms, and accept
visa-related employment restrictions (Gautam et al., 2016; Sherry et al., 2010).
Given the extent of novelty and uncertainty characterizing the unique experiences
of international students, it is possible that international student status can lead to
differences in college students’ mental health, adaptability mindset beliefs, and
engagement in college.

The meaning and use of the term mental health varies considerably in the
higher education literature (e.g., well-being, mental disorders, stress; Hernandez-
Torrano et al., 2020). Since the present sample included students from diverse
cultural backgrounds, we adopted a global view of quality of mental health (i.e.,
overall mental health, not limited to presence or absence of symptoms; McAlpine
et al., 2018), an approach that has worked well across multiple cultural contexts
(Ahmad et al., 2014; Ng & Zhang, 2020). Studies comparing mental health
outcomes of domestic students and international students in the U.S. indicate
mixed findings. Some studies have shown worse outcomes (e.g., Acharya et al.,
2018), some have found comparable outcomes (e.g., Karaman & Watson, 2017),
and some have revealed better outcomes for international students (e.g., Liu et al.,
2019) relative to domestic students. However, students choosing to study abroad
show higher emotional resilience than students choosing to study in their home
countries (Earnest et al., 2016), greater sociocultural adaptation over time (Wang
et al., 2018), and remarkable agency in challenging situations (Heng, 2018; Wang
et al, 2014). Therefore, it is possible that international students were
psychologically better prepared to deal with uncertainty compared with domestic
students, which could have influenced their mental health during COVID-19
(Rettie & Daniels, 2020).

A study across five U.S. universities showed that international students were
more satisfied with their academic experience and institutional support relative to
domestic students during the pandemic (Chirikov & Soria, 2020). However,
among those studying in the U.S., Asia, and Europe, international students were
more likely than domestic students to report feeling stressed about staying
connected with family members and about travel-related challenges (Hawley et
al., 2021). Compared to domestic students, international students in Australia
reported feeling more anxious about the future and stressed about visa-related
employability restrictions (Dodd et al., 2021). It should be noted that there is
considerable diversity among international students attending U.S. universities
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with respect to personal, familial, institutional, and national characteristics (Israel
& Batalova, 2021; Jones, 2017), which could have produced variations in their
psychological experiences (Rose-Redwood & Rose-Redwood, 2017).

Relationships Between Adaptability Mindset, Mental Health, and Behavioral
Engagement

College students with high levels of adaptability showed better mental
resilience amidst the pandemic than students with low level of adaptability, after
controlling for socioeconomic status (Bono et al., 2020). Learning adaptability
was associated with positive mental health in college students during the
pandemic (Wang et al., 2020). Given the positive link between adaptability and
mental health, it is possible that having an adaptability mindset can be helpful for
students during uncertain times (Burnette et al., 2020; Mosanya, 2021).

Students’ behavioral engagement is characterized by active involvement in
academic and class activities (Fredricks et al., 2004; Wang et al., 2016).
Pandemic-related instructional changes decreased students’ behavioral
engagement because online instruction was unable to meet their learning needs
(Colclasure et al., 2021; Hensley et al., 2022). However, college students with
higher adaptability were still more likely to show positive behavioral engagement
compared with students with low adaptability (Collie et al., 2017). For example,
Zhang et al. (2021) found that high adaptability led to positive emotions and high
student engagement in online classes during the pandemic, whereas low
adaptability was linked to negative emotions and low student engagement. Thus,
it stands to reason that an adaptability mindset will be positively associated with
behavioral engagement (Lam & Zhou, 2020; Zhao et al., 2021).

Mental health has also been shown to have a direct link with students’
behavioral engagement in academic settings. College students experiencing
greater psychological distress are less likely to be academically engaged
(Liébana-Presa et al., 2014). Low psychological well-being predicts behavioral
disengagement in college students (Fernandez-Martinez et al., 2019). Also,
college students who report high burnout are less likely to be academically
engaged (Liébana-Presa et al., 2018). Thus, students’ mental health can influence
their behavioral engagement during turbulent times.

The major contribution of the present study lies in the examination of the
interrelationships among adaptability mindset, mental health, and behavioral
engagement, as a function of international student status. Considering that
international students have been exposed to certain unique life situations
characterized by a high level of uncertainty because they chose to study abroad,
it is possible that as a group they were psychologically better prepared than
domestic students to adapt to the sudden changes thrust upon them by the
pandemic. Thus, this study explores the possibility that adaptability mindset and
mental health served to promote academic behavioral engagement more for
international students than domestic students.
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The Present Study

This study compared international students and domestic students on self-

reported

adaptability mindset, quality of mental health, and behavioral

engagement in college courses in Fall 2020. Then, the interrelationships between
international student status, adaptability mindset, quality of mental health, and
behavioral engagement were examined (Figure 1).

The research questions and hypotheses were as follows:

1.

To what extent do international students and domestic students differ in
adaptability mindset, quality of mental health, and behavioral engagement?
International students were expected to have a significantly higher adaptability
mindset due to their prior experience in dealing with novel situations associated
with studying abroad (Heng, 2018; Wang et al., 2018). Given the positive
association of growth mindset and adaptability with mental health and
engagement (Burnette et al, 2020; Martin et al., 2013; Wang et al., 2020; Zhao
et al., 2021), it was expected that international students would also report better
quality of mental health and behavioral engagement than domestic students.

To what extent do adaptability mindset and quality of mental health mediate the
relationship between international student status and behavioral engagement? It
was expected that international student status would be positively related to
adaptability mindset and mental health based on research evidence that points to
greater resilience in international students than their domestic peers (Chirikov &
Soria, 2020; Earnest et al., 2016). In turn, adaptability mindset was expected to
be positively linked to mental health and behavioral engagement in college
courses based on previous studies that demonstrate the benefits of growth
mindset and adaptability in academic settings (Lam & Zhou, 2020; Miu &
Yeager, 2015; Wang et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2021). Mental health was expected
to positively predict behavioral engagement as has been found in related studies
(Ferndndez-Martinez et al., 2019; Liébana-Presa et al., 2018). Thus, it was
expected that adaptability mindset and quality of mental health would show a
positive indirect influence on the link between international student status and
behavioral engagement.

Adaptability +
Mindset

(T1) \

International
Student
Status

» Mental —»| Behavioral
Health " Engagement
(T2) (T2)

Figure 1: Hypothesized Path Model
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METHOD
Sample

Participants were 196 undergraduate students (98 international, 98 domestic)
from a public university in the U.S. International students in the sample
represented the following global regions: 17.3% Africa, 60.2% Asia and Pacific
Islands, 7.1% Europe, 8.2% Middle East, 2% North America, and 5.1%
South/Latin America. The racial/ethnicity composition of the domestic students
was as follows: 74.5% White, 8.2%, Black, 7.1% Hispanic, 4.1% Asian, 3.1 %
Multi-Racial, and 3.1% race/ethnicity unknown. During Fall 2020, a total of 491
international students were enrolled at the university, seeking a Bachelor’s degree.
The global regions reflected in the sample closely mirrored the international
undergraduate enrollment at the university in Fall 2020: 14.5% Africa, 58.0%
Asia and Pacific Islands, 6.3% Europe, 13.2% Middle East, 1.6% North America,
and 6.1% South/Latin America.

Study participants were selected from a larger sample of 4,685 students who
completed two surveys in Fall 2020 (Time 1: September, Time 2: November).
Propensity score matching was used to select domestic students comparable to the
international students based on gender (coded as 0 = Female, 1 = Male), academic
year (First Year, Sophomore, Junior, Senior), STEM or Health Sciences (STEM-
H) major (0 = No, 1 = Yes), and the university courses in which students were
enrolled. The selected domestic student sample consisted of 46% female students,
54% male students, 21% first years, 11% sophomores, 29% juniors, 39% seniors,
and 24% STEM-H majors, which was proportionate to the international student
sample (45% female students, 55% male students, 22% first years, 13%
sophomores, 26% juniors, 39% seniors, and 24% STEM-H majors). International
students and matched domestic students were enrolled in the same courses.
Instruction modality was comparable across domestic and international students.
Specifically, 86% of the students in each group were enrolled in online courses
and 14% were enrolled in either in-person or hybrid courses. The propensity score
matching method allowed making reasonable comparisons between international
students and domestic students on outcomes of interest by controlling for
demographic information.

Research Design and Procedure

A correlational research design with surveys as the primary method of data
collection was used. Students’ adaptability mindset beliefs were measured at Time
1. Students’ mental health and behavioral engagement were measured at Time 2.
Demographic information was obtained from university records. The study was
approved by the Institutional Review Board at the institution where the research
was conducted.
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Measures

International student status was based on students’ F1 (student visa) status
(coded as, 1 = international, 0 = U.S. citizen). Adaptability mindset was assessed at
Time 1 via a single item (“How much do you think people are able to change their
ability to adapt to change?”) to which students responded on a sliding scale from 0
(not at all) to 100 (a lof). Students’ perceived mental health quality was assessed at
Time 2 by the following item, “How would you rate your overall mental health this
semester?” on a Likert scale from 1 (terrible) to 5 (excellent). Students rated their
behavioral engagement at Time 2 by responding to 4 items adapted from Skinner et
al. (2009; e.g., “I try hard to do well in this class”; a = .87) on a Likert scale from 1
(never) to 5 (always).

Data Analyses Approach

MANOVA was conducted using SPSS 27 to test for differences in adaptability
mindset, quality of mental health, and behavioral engagement between international
students and domestic students (Research Question 1). Path analysis was performed
using Mplus 8.7 to test whether adaptability mindset and quality of mental health are
potential explanatory factors underlying the predictive relationship between
international student status and behavioral engagement (Research Question 2).
Parameters in the path analysis were estimated using maximum likelihood (ML)
estimation. Model fit was evaluated by examining the chi-square and its associated p
value, a root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) less than or equal to .06,
and a comparative fit index (CFI) greater than or equal to .95, and a standardized root
mean squared residual (SRMR) less than or equal to .08 (Asparouhov & Muthén,
2018; Hu & Bentler, 1999). Indirect effects were computed using 5,000 bootstrapped
samples. Statistical significance of the indirect effects was determined when zero was
not included in the 95% confidence interval (CI) at the 2.5th and 97.5th percentiles
(MacKinnon et al., 2007; Preacher & Hayes, 2008).

RESULTS
MANOVA: Group Comparisons Based on International Student Status

Descriptive statistics of study variables are presented in Table 1. One-way
MANOVA was conducted to determine whether international and domestic students
differed in their adaptability mindset, quality of mental health, and behavioral
engagement (Table 2). Overall, students differed significantly with respect to these
three psychological processes based on their international student status, (3, 191) =
10.44, p < .001, A = 0.86, n2= .14. International students and domestic students
differed significantly in their adaptability mindset, F(1, 193) =4.69, p = .032,n2=.02.
International students had a higher mean score on adaptability mindset compared to
domestic students, which means that international students believed more strongly
than domestic students that people
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can change their ability to adapt to change. International students and domestic students differed significantly in their quality of mental health,
1(1,193) =25.46, p < .001, n2=.12. On average, international students reported better quality of mental health compared to domestic students.
nternational students and domestic students did not differ significantly in their behavioral engagement, F(1, 193) = 0.005, p =.945, 12 <.001.

[able 1: Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlations

Variables M SD 1 2 3 4
1 T1 Adaptability Mindset 75.82 21.22 -
2 T2 Mental Health 3.56 1.19 13 —
3 T2 Behavioral Engagement 17.10 2.99 .08 20%%* -
4 International Student Status 0.50 - 14* J33k* -.01 -

Vote.T1 =Time 1 and T2 = Time 2. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p <.001.

[able 2: International vs. Domestic Students: Comparisons on Adaptability Mindset, Mental Health, and Behavioral Engagement

Variables Mt SDini Maom  SDdom _ F(df1, df2), p Partial n?
T1Adaptability Mindset 79.31 19.75 72.87 21.74 F(1,193)=4.69,p=.032 .02
T2 Mental Health 398  1.08 3.17 1.15 F(1,193)=2546,p<.001 .12

T2Behavioral Engagement 17.08 3.04 17.11 295 F(1,193)=0.005,p=.945 <.001

Vote. T1=Time 1 and T2 = Time 2. intl = international and dom = domestic.
’ath Model: Mediating Influences of Adaptability Mindset and Mental Health

Path analysis results indicated a satisfactory model fit, 3* (1) = 2.31, p = .129, RMSEA = .08, CFI = .97, SRMR = .03. The R? for behavioral
ngagement was .07. That is, 7% of the variance in behavioral engagement was explained by the hypothesized model.
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The fitted model with standardized path solutions is depicted in Figure 2. Five
direct paths were tested. International student status was positively associated
with adaptability mindset (B = .28, p = .046) and mental health (B = .63, p <.001).
Mental health was positively related to behavioral engagement (f = .26, p <.001).
However, adaptability mindset did not predict quality of mental health (B = .08, p
= .214) and behavioral engagement (§ = .04, p = .550).

Three indirect effects were also tested to identify potential explanatory
factors that might link international student status and behavioral engagement.
Adaptability mindset did not mediate the relationship between international
student status and behavioral engagement, § = .01, p = .567, 95% CI [-.04, .07].
Also, adaptability mindset did not mediate the relationship between international
student status and behavioral engagement via its link with quality of mental
health, B = .01, p = .311, 95% CI [-.01, .02]. However, quality of mental health
significantly mediated the relationship between international student status and
behavioral engagement, f =.16, p =.003, 95% CI [.06, .28].

DISCUSSION

The present study contributes to ongoing scholarship aiming to understand the
strengths of international students owing to their unique life experiences. The first
hypothesis was partially supported. The results indicated that relative to domestic
students, international students held more strongly to the belief that adaptability
is a quality that can change and reported better quality of mental health.
International students and domestic students indicated similar levels of behavioral
engagement in their classes. Our second hypothesis was also partly supported.
Quality of mental health mediated the relationship between international student
status and behavioral engagement, but adaptability mindset did not.

Group Differences in Psychological Processes

Previous studies comparing the psychological experiences of international
and domestic students have resulted in mixed findings (Acharya et al., 2018;
Karaman & Watson, 2017; Liu et al., 2019). The present findings suggest that
international students were psychologically better positioned to deal with the
stress of the pandemic compared to their domestic peers. Studies during the
pandemic pointed to the benefits of growth mindset, adaptability, and mental
health in students’ ability to cope with sudden changes in their academic settings
(Besser et al., 2021; Fernandez-Martinez et al., 2019; Mosanya et al., 2021). The
finding that international students had stronger adaptability mindset and better
mental health compared with domestic students illustrates their potential for
weathering challenges associated with the pandemic (Chirikov & Soria, 2020).
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Adaptability Tl
Mindset . Tt~
(T1)
B =28, p=.046 S B=.08,p=214 Tl B=.04, p=.550
N \A S~ao -~ X

b’
International R?=.02 Mental Behavioral
Student > Health —» | Engagement

Status (T2) (T2)
p=.63,p<.001 R=11 B=.26,p<.001 R2= .07

Figure 2: Tested Path Model

Vote. International student status = adaptability mindset = behavioral engagement, = .01, p =.567, 95% CI [-.04, .07]. International student
tatus = mental health = behavioral engagement, = .16, p =.003, 95% CI [.06, .28]. International student status = adaptability mindset 2>
nental health = behavioral engagement, B = .01, p=.311, 95% CI [-.01, .02].
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Studying abroad entails navigating many novel situations characterized by
uncertainty (Alharbi & Smith, 2018; Brunsting et al., 2018). Acculturation
experiences can bring about a psychological flexibility, which may prepare
international students to show greater emotional resilience than their domestic
peers in difficult times (Earnest et al., 2016; Pakenham et al., 2020; Wang et al.,
2018). The findings related to adaptability mindset and mental health differences
are noteworthy because international students faced challenges irrespective of
their country of residence in the pandemic (Rufo, 2020; Treisman, 2020).
However, we cannot rule out the possibility that international students who
voluntarily choose to pursue higher education in a foreign country may have a
stronger adaptability mindset to begin with, compared to domestic students.

We also found that international students reported similar levels of behavioral
engagement as domestic students in their classes. Nevertheless, the vulnerability
of international students in the U.S. may have been heightened by the lack of
access to public resources due to their non-citizen status, lack of off-campus
residences, and rising microaggressions on campus (Chen et al., 2020). For
international students who were in their home countries, the geographic distance
from the U.S. meant that they were attending courses at inconvenient times, often
with low quality internet connections (Bhattacharya, 2020). Despite their
susceptibility in either situation, international students’ motivation to participate
in academic life remained comparable with domestic students (Wilczewski et al.,
2021).

Interrelationships Among Psychological Processes

International student status was positively linked with behavioral
engagement when students’ mental health was considered. Specifically, compared
to their domestic counterparts, international students were more likely to report
better quality of mental health, which in turn predicted higher behavioral
engagement. Although international student status was positively related to
adopting an adaptability mindset, this did not lead to better mental health or higher
behavioral engagement.

Mental health is a critical prerequisite for college students’ academic
engagement (Lipson & Eisenberg, 2018). The mental health of college students
was susceptible to deterioration in 2020 (Kim et al., 2022). The present findings
show that students reporting positive mental health were better situated to
withstand the transitions characterizing the pandemic, as indicated by their higher
level of behavioral engagement. Although international student status was not
predictive of higher behavioral engagement, when international students did
report positive mental health, they tended to show higher behavioral engagement
than domestic students. International students often move to the host country for
better opportunities; thus, they may be more academically motivated than
domestic students when they are psychologically healthy (Chue & Nie, 2016).
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Research in the pandemic has shown positive effects of growth mindset
beliefs and adaptability on mental health outcomes and academic engagement
(Mosanya, 2021; Wang et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2021). There are multiple
reasons why adaptability mindset did not show similar patterns in this study. First,
students’ adaptability mindset was assessed with respect to their beliefs about
people’s general ability to adapt to change, which may be unrelated to their
personal mental health. Assessing their personal ability mindsets may have
yielded different results. Second, studies that have illustrated the benefit of growth
mindset beliefs on academic engagement have focused on students’ beliefs about
their own intelligence, which may be more pertinent to behavioral engagement in
academic contexts than their beliefs about adaptability (e.g., Zhao et al., 2021).
Third, the potential for growth mindset beliefs to predict psychological well-being
and academic outcomes may be contingent on the cultural norms that students
grew up with (Lou & Li, 2022). Fourth, students’ mental health during the
pandemic could also have varied due to other factors, such as country-level
differences in geopolitical situation, economic condition, and health policies
(Ochnik et al., 2021).

Implications

Researchers should recognize the psychological strengths of international
students instead of adopting a deficit perspective by default (Heng, 2018).
However, growth mindset beliefs alone will not guarantee psychological well-
being as the mental health of international students is vulnerable to external
threats (e.g., racism; Maleku et al., 2022). Internationalization of higher education
should not end with recruitment; it must include establishing explicit mechanisms
to tackle incidents of discrimination, training the campus community to identify
and address microaggressions, and internationalizing curriculum and instruction
(Mittelmeier & Cockayne, 2022). Most U.S. universities offer counseling
services, but the accessibility of these services can be enhanced for international
students by hiring multilingual and culturally diverse staff psychologists (Keum
et al., 2022; Kim et al., 2019).

Limitations

We acknowledge several limitations. Although our approach to assessing
mindset beliefs about abilities of people in general is common (e.g., Zhao et al.,
2021), the studies that have demonstrated the benefits of adaptability on mental
health and engagement have assessed mindset beliefs on a personal level (e.g.,
Zhang et al., 2021). The single-item measures of adaptability mindset and mental
health measures prevented calculation of psychometric properties. However,
single-item measures of mental health and growth mindset are comparable to their
multi-item counterparts with respect to reliability and validity (Ahmad et al.,
2014; Rammstedt et al., 2022), and they were more likely to be completed by
students than multi-item measures at a stressful time, like the pandemic (Allen et
al., 2022). Lastly, our analysis did not include students’ gender diversity,
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socioeconomic status, and country-of-residency during the pandemic, limiting the
scope of the present findings (Hunt et al., 2021; King & Trinidad, 2021; Lai et al.,
2020).

Conclusions

Although the advantages of growth mindset beliefs about intelligence in
educational settings have been extensively researched, there is limited research
on malleability beliefs about adaptability. Given that adaptability can influence
mental health and engagement in academic settings, it is worth investigating the
antecedents and consequences of international students’ beliefs about this human
attribute. In future studies, adopting a mixed methods approach can shed light on
why international students held a stronger belief about the malleability of the
ability to adapt and reported better mental health than domestic students,
especially during a time of extraordinary change. Additionally, cultural
differences in mindset beliefs should be investigated among international
students. Mental health can sustain behavioral engagement for all students, yet it
seems especially potent for international students. Thus, investing in campus
resources that support international students’ psychological well-being should be
prioritized in internationalization endeavors.
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