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abstract: This article describes how the Penn State University Libraries have responded to the
unique challenges that the COVID-19 pandemic presents to intesnational student populations.
Additionally, the authors discuss support and service programs fgpiriternational students that may
ease the disruptions expected in upcoming semesters. A collabofative approach is emphasized as the
libraries work in coordination with stakeholders across thejrlitution to address COVID-19 issues.

Introduction

s higher education institutions throughout the world have worked to mitigate

the effects of the COViZ-19 pandemic, one unique concern is the challenge

presented by the disruption of international travel. Indeed, for many United
States colleges and univétsities, the global initiatives offices were some of the first in-
stitutional units to fegl, the impact of COVID-19. These offices support students who
had families in paris‘f the globe affected early by the virus and helped repatriate study
abroad studentsdrom at-risk locations back to the United States.! Organizationally, these
challenges yvere early indicators of the problems entire institutions would soon face.
Universities and colleges had to quickly implement remote educational models as the
pandeniic spread to the United States. This shift to remote learning models has been a
challenging experience for students and faculty; in addition, the unique cross-border
aspects of international students’ experiences have created increased, distinctive issues
for this population.? Recognizing the unique stressors and challenges that international
students face due to COVID-19, the Penn State University Libraries have worked with
stakeholders across the institution to support, engage, and advocate for the university’s
international student populations, both current and incoming.
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International Students at Penn State

As a large research university with a strong national and global academic reputation,®
Penn State is a top U.S destination for international students. According to the Institute
of International Education, the university ranks within the top 15 U.S. institutions for the
enrollment of international students.* Penn State’s campuses and programs enroll close
to 10,000 students from over 140 countries other than the United States.” Additionally,
the university hosts a small cohort of non-matriculated international ESL (English as a
second language) students through its Intensive English Communication Program. The
countries sending students to Penn State roughly follow U.S. trends,® with China, India;
South Korea, Taiwan, and Saudi Arabia composing the top five countries of origin fer
international students.”

Over the past 10 years, the university’s international student demographics have
seen the same major shift that took place at the national level,® with the{mumbers of
undergraduate students surpassing those of graduate students. This ¢change is largely
attributable to a substantial increase in enrollment from China (partictilarly at the under-
graduate level), and Chinese students now far outnumber all othenjinternational student
populations combined.” Another important recent developzaent at Penn State is the
distribution of the international population across the univ/éssity’s 24 campuses. While
the flagship campus at University Park still hosts a large tnajority of the students from
other countries, there has been a recent and rapid groyth of international enrollment at
other Penn State campuses, with Harrisburg, Akington, Erie, and Altoona enrolling the
largest international populations outside of Usiiversity Park." The growth and inclusion
of international student populations acrass tiie entire institution are vital parts of Penn
State’s global engagement goals."

Penn State’s Response to COVID-19

In spring 2020, the escalatiihg spread of the COVID-19 pandemic forced Penn State
University to quickly shift to fully online, remote modes of teaching and learning. Stu-
dents were on spring fveak when the university announced that they should not return
to campus after. iz break on March 16 due to COVID-19 precautions.”? Initially, the
university-wideémote learning period was planned for only three weeks; however, the
university soon announced that it would extend through at least the end of the spring
semester(due to the severity of the pandemic.”® Ultimately, remote learning continued
through the summer sessions as well.*

For Penn State, a large and complex institution of higher education with close to
400,000 students across 23 physical campuses and an online World Campus, a rapid
shift to a new mode of instruction was a major undertaking. The myriad of issues this
change precipitated included equity of education, access to information, infrastruc-
ture development, and keeping students engaged with remote curricula. To address
these challenges, Penn State’s administration created and charged 12 task force teams
with critical responsibilities related to COVID-19 response and planning. The first six
teams focused on completing the spring semester, and the second six concentrated on
planning for the summer and fall. In the rapid shift to remote learning, the university
was fortunate to have a solid model for online instruction in its highly ranked World
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Campus,” which caters to students who choose to learn fully online. Started in 1998 as
a dedicated online campus, Penn State World Campus built upon the strong distance
learning foundations of the university’s correspondence courses and agricultural ex-
tension programs and became one of the top providers of online bachelor’s degrees in
the country.'® Having worked extensively with the World Campus, the libraries’ online
learning coordinator (one of the authors of this article) was appointed to serve as the
library representative within the COVID-19 task force. As such, she provided a critical
conduit for communication between the large, university-wide COVID-19 task force
groups and the faculty and staff in the Penn State Libraries, including those who focus
on serving international populations.

International Students and the COVID-19 Pandemic

While some students had a way to move back home easily following:iti¢ university’s
initial remote learning announcement, not all could do so. Many intexivational students
were concerned about their housing options or even whether they would be allowed
back into on-campus housing if they lacked alternative living{arrangements.'” Further
complicating the housing logistics for international studentswere the dramatic restric-
tions on international travel that prohibited some from returning to their home countries.
International students who could not, or preferred-fot'to, return home had to adjust
to online learning while living on a campus with limited open facilities and few other
students, faculty, or staff."®

International students who returned tg,their home country also faced unique chal-
lenges, such as difficulty accessing necessary resources and technologies and the chal-
lenge of attending real-time, synchreridus courses from a different time zone. University
guidelines strongly emphasized thaiclasses should be held during scheduled class times
for the remainder of the semester. While the synchronous meeting times may have helped
local or domestic students mraintain a sense of a normal class schedule, many international
students who attended fram abroad were disadvantaged by living in another time zone.
For example, student& jrom China who returned home that spring spent the remaining
weeks of the semester managing a 12-hour time difference.

These unigué cross-border experiences created distinctive stressors within the in-
ternational. ¢fudent population.” The resulting anxieties were further compounded by
related factors,? such as a rise in xenophobic and nationalistic rhetoric and uncertainty
about(nternational student status within the United States.” A clear example of these
compounding stressors was the announcement in early July by the U.S. Immigration
and Customs Enforcement (ICE) that international students would be forced to leave
the country or transfer to a school with in-person classes if their institution went to an
online-only model in the fall of 2020.2 While ICE later rescinded the decision,® interna-
tional students still suffered from feelings of insecurity and uncertainty regarding their
place in the United States. Further, the policy remained in effect for new international
students who planned to come to the United States in the fall of 2020 to take an entirely
online course of study. The negative impact of these stressors on the mental and emotional
health of international student populations is demonstrated in the increasing focus on
the topic with mental health researchers.?
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COVID-19 Resources and Services for International Students

The coordination of support for international students at Penn State during the transi-
tion to remote learning was headed by the university’s Office of Global Programs in
University Park and the international offices at the other campuses. These offices were
responsible for ensuring international students had safe and secure housing, com-
municating COVID-19 related information, supporting international students as they
transitioned to remote learning, and addressing any additional concerns these learners
had. The primary channels for this work were e-mail communications, online town hall
meetings with university leadership,”® a COVID-19 focused website for international
students,? and individual advising.

Early in the transition to remote learning, Penn State’s globally focused-bifices
worked with the university’s housing staff to ensure that international studéunts could
return to safe on-campus housing after spring break. They communicafed’ logistical
requirements and additional COVID-19 safeguards to returning interngtional students.
With the university’s plan to reopen on-campus instruction, research{arnd programming
for the fall 2020 semester,” some international students outside(tite United States may
be prevented from coming to campus due to cross-border trayel restrictions and delays
in obtaining necessary visas and legal documentation. Tii¢ barriers are particularly
high for first-year students. To address these challenggs, Penn State has developed
novel in-country instructional options (in collaborati¢r with education abroad provid-
ers) for some first-year international students.”, The university offers these options in
addition to the four educational models it hagadopted for the fall semester to address
COVID-19 concerns: face-to-face, in-person Fonline hybrid, remote synchronous, and
remote asynchronous learning.

To help facilitate the transition tor¢émote learning for international students during
the spring semester, the Office of Gidbal Programs distributed a flyer to teaching faculty
to raise awareness about poteritial issues those students might face. The flyer addressed
time difference complicatians; Internet access and quality issues, the availability of Web-
based learning tools, inymigration concerns, potential local quarantine requirements,
discrimination, and thépossibility that students might lack sufficient health care or other
necessities. The CGVID-19 web page for international students also provided resources
and suggestigpsfor handling potential concerns with remote learning.

As mentioned, in addition to the logistical challenges facing international students,
compounding factors such as xenophobic rhetoric and troubling governmental policies
stood‘at the forefront of international students” concerns.?” In addressing these issues,
the university worked to assure students from other countries that they were valued
and welcomed members of the university community by directly addressing hostility
against them and denouncing specific immigration policies in public statements.* Penn
State also joined the amicus brief in support of a lawsuit by Harvard University and
MIT to block the ICE decision on international students and remote-only learning. In
addition, the university communicated directly with international students via e-mail,
town hall meetings, and the Penn State president’s personal blog.*!
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Penn State Libraries International Student Initiatives

The Penn State Libraries have worked over the past four years to closely align their
global engagement initiatives with the university’s larger global engagement plan and
to quickly respond to developing international needs. The following sections describe
efforts by the libraries to respond to COVID-19 and the issues facing international stu-
dents through both library-specific projects as well as collaborative efforts.

The first of the libraries’ responses to international students” COVID-19 concerns was
the expansion of an international liaison librarian program that was originally established
in 2016. Individual Penn State Libraries faculty and staff had long served internatiopal
populations in an informal way, but in the fall of 2016, the libraries created a positionfor
a global partnership and outreach librarian to coordinate efforts in engaging interaational
students and providing services for them. Shortly after that position was established, an
international student focus was added to two other librarian positions: Oné focuses on
library instruction for international student populations at the Univet§ity Park campus,
and the other serves as international student liaison at the Harrisbutg campus. By the
end of 2019, five librarians had international student populatigns within their liaison
portfolio. In response to the COVID-19 challenges faced by students from other coun-
tries, the libraries expanded the number of internationat student liaisons to include all
campuses with an enrollment of 100 or more internationel students, bringing the total to
nine librarians whose portfolios included internatioial student outreach. These liaisons
serve as the “face” of the libraries for internatiorfal students as they develop programs
and resources for this population, participateitmrinternational student orientations, teach
instructional sessions for ESL classes, and ‘€onnect students with other subject experts
or resources.

The increased number of interfiational student liaison librarians supports the second
direct response to the challenge<posed by COVID-19: a dedicated Personal Librarian
Program for students from ¢ther countries. A pilot project developed by the libraries’
engagement and equity librdrian, this program will be available to two separate cohorts
of international studeits on an opt-in basis for the fall 2020 semester. The main target
group for the Personal Librarian Program is first-year international students, with an
additional smalir cohort available for returning international students. Students will
enroll in the-program through Canvas, the university’s learning management system.
They canthen set up remote one-on-one reference sessions with their personal librarian
via Lib&dl, an appointment and event scheduling system, to get help with starting their
reséarch, finding resources, understanding copyright, and citing materials. Additionally,
the'personal librarians will inform students of updates to library resources, upcoming
programs of interest, and other university resources that may be helpful to them. The
Personal Librarian Program is part of a larger Personal Librarian Program Pilot Project
focused on educational equity and will be supported initially by the international student
liaison librarians. The program adds to the services already provided by the libraries
(online chat, phone reference, and online and in-person instruction) and is intended to
foster a welcoming and engaging atmosphere and to provide additional support for
international student populations.
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Another project developed by the international student liaison librarians, in col-
laboration with the Libraries Strategic Technologies Department, was the creation of
a web page on the Penn State Libraries website specifically for international learners.
While the project was not in direct response to the COVID-19 pandemic, it was acceler-
ated as the pandemic increased the need for streamlined communications with inter-
national students. The international student liaison group worked together to produce
web page content that provides a welcoming introduction to the U.S. academic library
environment while avoiding a duplication of information found elsewhere within the
website. Further, the group endeavored to produce content that would help students
from various international backgrounds and ensure that the information was commei
to all Penn State Libraries locations and services.

To celebrate the presence of international students within the university confmiunity,
Penn State is exploring an additional website project that would provide infornational
populations with information about the libraries in the students’ native languages.
The project is a collaboration between the libraries” Global Engagemeritinitiatives and
Libraries Strategic Technologies departments. The two groups are working to identify
strategic parts of the libraries website for translation into the larguages most used by
international populations at the university, including Chixlese, Spanish, and Arabic.
The project hopes to leverage the language expertise ofgolleagues in the Cataloging
and Metadata Services Department, humanities liais¢zi librarians, and international
partners. The translation project was initiated in response to the tremendous amount of
positive feedback the libraries received after diSplaying digital signage with the word
“welcome” in various languages around thejiibraries.

One goal of the Penn State Librarigs during the pandemic has been to continue
mission-critical library services, such-as'¢éference, instruction, and resources, to all users,
including international ones. Like n'iost academic libraries, Penn State already provides
comprehensive virtual referencé services to online users, and international students
can communicate with librarians to address their reference needs by connecting over
videoconferencing, e-mail,“end the Ask-A-Librarian (AAL) chat service. Further, most
Penn State Libraries uziits have continued to teach library instruction sessions during
the scheduled class tiines by using videoconferencing software and online course man-
agement systems. Many students who have not been able to attend classes in real time
can view recgrdings of the library lesson later, which has been useful to international
students facing difficult time differences.

On@last mission-critical service is providing access to electronic resources for
all Penin State faculty, staff, and students. The University Libraries created a Remote
Resources site that provides links to e-book resources, e-textbooks, databases, digital
collections, e-reserves, and library guides as well as a temporary and expanded access
site to help all Penn State users locate and navigate temporary resources made available
by publishers and vendors. Penn State users anywhere in the world can consult these
sites and the online resources to which they link. Further, to help mitigate access issues
experienced by some international students, such as blocked content, librarians have
assisted teaching faculty in locating and providing alternative course materials through
library subscriptions or open educational resources (OER).
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Collaborative International Student Initiatives

The Penn State Libraries have strong collaborative relationships with stakeholders across
the university, which are often drawn upon to design meaningful projects and programs
in international student outreach, support, and engagement initiatives. The libraries have
developed projects focused on international students in partnership with the central
Office of Global Programs, regional international student services offices, international
student organizations, and relevant academic and service units. In so doing, the libraries
have gained a greater understanding of international student needs and expanded their
channels of communication, thus increasing their efficacy. As Penn State University-s
geographically dispersed across 24 campuses, it is only through the efforts of univer-
sity employees across all campuses and locations that meaningful library services and
resources for international student populations have been developed.

An illustration of the collaborative approach to international studefnténgagement
during the COVID-19 pandemic is the co-sponsorship of programmiing and outreach
initiatives. In addition to simply amplifying each other’s voices(for programs or re-
sources through social media and providing access to relevante mail lists and orienta-
tion activities, these partnerships allow the libraries to offer'programming assistance to
institution-level initiatives. For example, to support intezifdtional student engagement,
retention, and recruitment efforts during the COVIP;%9 remote learning period, the
Office of Global Programs developed a weekly oriline “Global Hangouts,” a virtual
discussion space to encourage students from other'countries to remain engaged with the
university. “Global Hangouts,” which ran thioughout the summer, included discussions,
activities, and performances to draw in interhational and globally minded students. The
libraries provided the programming foz-ene of the weekly sessions, a discussion focused
on international films. This offering dllowed the libraries to engage with international
populations, promote the librari¢¢” international leisure viewing collection, and to collect
additional recommendations¥or future materials purchasing.

Another example of g ¢ollaborative project focused on services and engagement for
international populations is a libraries-led International Student Oral History project.
The project originatéd with staff in the Penn State Libraries’ Eberly Family Special Col-
lections Library@nd became a collaboration with the university’s International Student
Council (ISG};a representative body for students from all regions of the world. The main
goal of the project is to recognize and celebrate the unique contribution of international
studentg’to the university. The ISC helped to promote the project through its commu-
nicdtibn channels and aided project managers in recruitment efforts. Additionally, the
project managers provided the International Student Council leadership with resources
for preserving their organizational history through records and archival services. This
project was initiated before the COVID-19 outbreak, but in the wake of the pandemic,
the project team recognized its importance in contributing to a feeling of inclusion for
international students.

Conclusion

COVID-19 has had a broad impact on higher education’s international student popula-
tions. Academic institutions have been, and will continue to be, required to respond to
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these pandemic-related challenges through persistent innovation and collaboration.
While the universities have done much to mitigate the difficulties these shifts in edu-
cational models impose on all students, faculty, and staff, international students face
unique stressors and challenges in this new reality. During this extraordinary situation,
the Penn State University Libraries have worked with students and colleagues across the
institution to support this student population through additional resources and services,
inclusive engagement opportunities, and collaborative programming. The Penn State
Libraries, and Penn State as an institution, acknowledge that these efforts are only a
starting point, and have committed to exploring ways to further support international
students at Penn State in achieving their academic goals.

Mark Mattson is the head of Global Engagement Initiatives and the international parifierships
librarian at Penn State University Libraries in University Park; he may be reached(byj-e-mail at
mam1196@psu.edu.

Emily Reed is a reference and instruction librarian at Penn State Uniwersity Libraries in
Middletown; she may be reached by e-mail at: emilyreed@psu.edu.

Victoria Raish is an online learning librarian at Penn State Uxizersity Libraries in University
Park; she may be reached by e-mail at: victoria@psu.edu.
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