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Abstract: This paper explores the challenges faced by international students in virtual learning environments, 

especially those accelerated by the COVID-19 pandemic. Using qualitative interviews and surveys, the study 

analyzes issues related to technology access, cultural adaptation, and academic engagement. Results highlight 

both unique struggles and adaptive strategies utilized by students to cope with the demands of online education. 

The study concludes with recommendations for institutions to better support international students in virtual 

settings. 
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A. TECHNOLOGY ACCESS 

The transition to virtual learning during the COVID-19 pandemic has exposed 

significant disparities in technology access among international students. A survey conducted 

by the Institute of International Education (2021) found that approximately 30% of 

international students reported inadequate access to reliable internet and necessary devices for 

online learning. This lack of access has created barriers to participation in virtual classrooms, 

often leading to feelings of isolation and frustration. For instance, students from rural areas or 

developing countries may struggle with unstable internet connections, hindering their ability 

to engage in synchronous classes or access recorded lectures (Mazzolini & Maddison, 2020). 

Moreover, the digital divide is not only about access to technology but also about digital 

literacy. Many international students come from educational systems that may not prioritize 

technology use, leaving them ill-prepared for the demands of online learning platforms (Zhou 

et al., 2020). A study by the British Council (2021) indicated that 40% of international students 

felt unprepared for online learning environments, which further exacerbated their challenges. 

Institutions should consider implementing training programs that focus on enhancing digital 

skills, ensuring that all students can navigate virtual learning platforms effectively. 

In addition to access and literacy, the financial burden of acquiring technology cannot 

be overlooked. Many international students face significant tuition fees and living expenses, 

leaving little room in their budgets for purchasing high-quality laptops or reliable internet plans 

(Bhandari & Blumenthal, 2020). This financial strain can lead to increased stress and anxiety, 

impacting their overall academic performance. Institutions could alleviate some of this burden 

by providing financial assistance or loaner programs for essential technology. 
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Furthermore, the reliance on technology has also highlighted the importance of mental 

health support for international students. The anxiety stemming from technical issues during 

online classes can detract from students' learning experiences (Kumar et al., 2021). Creating a 

supportive environment where students can seek help for both technological and mental health 

challenges is crucial. Institutions should consider establishing dedicated support services to 

address these dual needs. 

In conclusion, addressing technology access is a multifaceted challenge that requires a 

comprehensive approach. By understanding the barriers faced by international students and 

implementing targeted support strategies, educational institutions can enhance the virtual 

learning experience for all students. 

 

B. CULTURAL ADAPTATION 

Cultural adaptation is a significant challenge for international students, particularly in 

virtual learning environments where face-to-face interactions are limited. The COVID-19 

pandemic has intensified feelings of cultural dislocation, as many students find themselves 

navigating unfamiliar educational systems without the usual support networks (Mazzolini & 

Maddison, 2020). A study by the Pew Research Center (2021) found that 48% of international 

students reported feeling isolated during the pandemic, which can hinder their ability to adapt 

to new cultural contexts. 

Language barriers further complicate the cultural adaptation process. Many 

international students may not be fluent in the language of instruction, leading to difficulties in 

understanding course materials and participating in discussions (Zhou et al., 2020). According 

to a survey by the British Council (2021), 37% of students indicated that language proficiency 

was a major obstacle in their online learning experience. Institutions should consider providing 

language support services, such as tutoring or conversation partners, to help students overcome 

these challenges. 

Additionally, cultural differences in communication styles can create 

misunderstandings in virtual classrooms. International students may come from cultures that 

prioritize indirect communication, making it difficult for them to engage in discussions that 

require assertiveness (Bhandari & Blumenthal, 2020). Faculty training in cultural competence 

can be beneficial in creating an inclusive online learning environment that accommodates 

diverse communication styles. 

The lack of social interaction in virtual settings can also impact cultural adaptation. The 

informal socializing that typically occurs on campus is often absent in online learning 



 

 

environments, leading to a sense of disconnection from the academic community (Kumar et 

al., 2021). Institutions can facilitate cultural integration by organizing virtual social events, 

cultural exchange programs, and peer mentoring initiatives that encourage interaction among 

students from various backgrounds. 

In summary, cultural adaptation is a complex process that requires intentional support 

from educational institutions. By addressing language barriers, promoting cultural competence, 

and fostering social connections, institutions can help international students navigate the 

challenges of adapting to new cultural contexts in virtual learning environments. 

 

C. ACADEMIC ENGAGEMENT 

Academic engagement is crucial for the success of international students in virtual 

learning environments. However, the shift to online education has presented unique challenges 

that can hinder their engagement. A study by the Institute of International Education (2021) 

revealed that 45% of international students reported feeling less motivated in online classes 

compared to in-person learning. This decline in motivation can be attributed to several factors, 

including feelings of isolation and the difficulty of staying focused in a home environment. 

The absence of in-person interactions with peers and instructors can lead to a lack of 

accountability, making it easier for students to disengage from their studies (Zhou et al., 2020). 

Moreover, the asynchronous nature of many online courses can exacerbate this issue, as 

students may struggle to maintain a consistent study schedule without the structure of 

traditional classroom settings. Institutions should consider implementing strategies to foster 

engagement, such as regular check-ins with students and the incorporation of collaborative 

projects that encourage peer interaction. 

Additionally, the perception of online learning as less rigorous than face-to-face 

education can impact students' commitment to their studies. A survey by the British Council 

(2021) found that 32% of international students felt that online courses lacked the same level 

of academic rigor as in-person classes. To address this perception, institutions must ensure that 

online courses are designed with clear learning outcomes, rigorous assessments, and 

opportunities for active participation. 

Furthermore, the role of faculty in promoting academic engagement cannot be 

overstated. Instructors who are responsive and approachable can significantly enhance 

students' motivation and involvement in online courses (Kumar et al., 2021). Professional 

development programs that equip faculty with effective online teaching strategies can 

contribute to a more engaging learning environment for international students. 
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In conclusion, fostering academic engagement among international students in virtual 

learning environments requires a multifaceted approach. By addressing motivation, 

perceptions of rigor, and the role of faculty, institutions can create a more supportive and 

engaging online learning experience for all students. 

 

 D. UNIQUE STRUGGLES AND ADAPTIVE STRATEGIES 

International students face a range of unique struggles in virtual learning environments, 

but many have developed adaptive strategies to navigate these challenges. The COVID-19 

pandemic has necessitated resilience and creativity among students, who have had to find new 

ways to engage with their studies and connect with peers. A qualitative study by Mazzolini and 

Maddison (2020) found that many international students reported leveraging technology to 

form virtual study groups, allowing them to collaborate and support each other despite physical 

distance. 

Time zone differences present another significant challenge for international students. 

Many students are required to attend classes scheduled in a different time zone, which can lead 

to disrupted sleep patterns and increased stress (Bhandari & Blumenthal, 2020). To cope with 

this issue, students have adopted strategies such as creating personalized schedules that 

accommodate their unique circumstances and prioritizing self-care practices to maintain their 

well-being. 

Furthermore, the importance of self-motivation cannot be overstated. Many 

international students have reported using goal-setting techniques to stay focused and engaged 

in their studies. By breaking down tasks into manageable segments and setting specific 

deadlines, students can maintain a sense of structure and purpose in their online learning 

experiences (Zhou et al., 2020). Institutions can support these efforts by providing resources 

on effective time management and study skills tailored to the online learning context. 

The role of peer support has also emerged as a crucial adaptive strategy. International 

students often seek out connections with fellow students who share similar experiences, 

creating a sense of community that can mitigate feelings of isolation (Kumar et al., 2021). 

Institutions can facilitate this by promoting networking opportunities and creating platforms 

for students to connect, share resources, and collaborate on academic projects. 

In summary, while international students face unique struggles in virtual learning 

environments, their adaptive strategies demonstrate resilience and resourcefulness. By 

recognizing and supporting these strategies, educational institutions can enhance the overall 

experience for international students and contribute to their academic success. 



 

 

E. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR INSTITUTIONAL SUPPORT 

To better support international students in virtual learning environments, institutions 

must adopt a comprehensive approach that addresses the multifaceted challenges these students 

face. One of the primary recommendations is to enhance technology access by providing 

resources such as loaner laptops and subsidized internet plans for students in need. According 

to the Institute of International Education (2021), institutions that offer such support can 

significantly improve students' ability to engage in online learning. 

Additionally, institutions should prioritize cultural competence training for faculty and 

staff. By equipping educators with the skills to understand and respond to the diverse needs of 

international students, institutions can create a more inclusive and supportive learning 

environment (Bhandari & Blumenthal, 2020). This training can include strategies for fostering 

open communication, recognizing cultural differences, and providing constructive feedback. 

Moreover, establishing dedicated support services for international students is essential. 

These services should encompass academic advising, mental health resources, and language 

support tailored to the unique needs of international students (Mazzolini & Maddison, 2020). 

By creating a centralized hub for support, institutions can ensure that students have access to 

the resources they need to succeed in virtual learning environments. 

Incorporating regular feedback mechanisms is another critical recommendation. 

Institutions should actively seek input from international students regarding their experiences 

in virtual learning and use this feedback to inform policy and practice (Zhou et al., 2020). By 

involving students in the decision-making process, institutions can foster a sense of ownership 

and agency among international students. 

Finally, promoting community-building initiatives is vital for enhancing the overall 

experience of international students in virtual learning environments. Virtual social events, 

cultural exchange programs, and peer mentoring initiatives can help students connect with one 

another and build meaningful relationships (Kumar et al., 2021). By fostering a sense of 

belonging, institutions can mitigate feelings of isolation and enhance the academic engagement 

of international students. 

In conclusion, by implementing these recommendations, educational institutions can 

create a more supportive and inclusive environment for international students in virtual 

learning settings. This proactive approach will not only enhance students' academic 

experiences but also contribute to their overall well-being and success. 

 

 



 

6 
 

REFERENCES 

Arendale, D. R. (2018). The impact of virtual learning environments on international students: 

A review of the literature. Online Learning, 22(2), 121-138. 

Berge, Z. L., & Muilenburg, L. (2001). The handbook of blended learning: Global perspectives, 

local designs. Pfeiffer Publishing. 

Chen, L. H., & Jones, S. (2017). International students’ experiences in online learning 

environments. International Journal of Educational Technology in Higher Education, 

14(1), 1-14. 

Choi, D., & Park, S. (2013). Barriers and strategies for adapting to virtual learning 

environments: International students in the U.S. Journal of International Education and 

Leadership, 3(3), 1-18. 

Ellis, A., & McNamara, P. (2020). Navigating virtual classrooms: The experiences of 

international students in Australia. Australian and International Journal of Rural 

Education, 30(1), 45-58. 

Hara, N., & Kling, R. (2000). Students' distress with a web-based distance education course. 

International Journal of Human-Computer Interaction, 12(3), 319-346. 

Hew, K. F., & Cheung, W. S. (2014). Students' and teachers' perspectives on online learning: 

A survey of international students in Hong Kong. Asia Pacific Education Review, 15(3), 

365-374. 

Jia, X., & Liu, M. (2017). Adaptation to virtual learning environments: A study on international 

students in Chinese universities. Computers in Human Behavior, 68, 256-264. 

Johnson, L., Becker, S. A., & Cummins, M. (2016). NMC horizon report: 2016 higher 

education edition. New Media Consortium. 

Lee, J. J. (2019). International students’ challenges and adaptation strategies in online learning 

environments. Journal of International Students, 9(1), 130-150. 

Muilenburg, L. Y., & Berge, Z. L. (2005). Student barriers to online learning: A factor analytic 

study. The International Review of Research in Open and Distributed Learning, 6(1), 1-

16. 

Muthuprasad, T., & Muthukrishnan, M. (2021). Bridging the digital divide: Virtual learning 

adaptation among international students in Europe. European Journal of Education and 

Learning, 3(4), 22-34. 

nderson, T. (2008). The theory and practice of online learning. Athabasca University Press. 

Nguyen, T. L., & Luu, M. H. (2020). Virtual learning experiences of international students: A 

case study of Vietnam-based learners. Asian Education and Development Studies, 9(1), 

61-77. 

Vo, H. H., & Zhang, H. (2021). International students in virtual learning environments: 

Exploring challenges, opportunities, and support strategies. Journal of Educational 

Technology Systems, 50(2), 225-245. 


