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Synopsis:

While the creation of a virtual international experience program was conceived as a stop 
gap measure for delivering a course alternative for a traditional study abroad program 
during the pandemic, the outcome has far-reaching potential. A virtual international 
experience can provide content with many of the same benefits as a traditional study 
abroad program, but at a lower cost with the potential for increasing participation and 
attracting a more diverse student group to the program.



Creating an Inclusive International Experience 
Introduction 

There are many pressures to continue to innovate in higher education, including the need 

to remain competitive (Steele & Rickards, 2021; Wildavsky, Kelly, & Carey, 2011). Some have 

suggested that innovation in higher education has become a necessity for survival (Penalva, 

2021; Oluwatobi et al., 2020). Scare resources (Krücken, 2021), student expectations (Oluwatobi 

et al., 2020), competition between institutions (Hrabowski, 2014), and financial pressures to 

increase enrollment (Brennan et al., 2014; Hrabowski 2014) have been described as contributing 

factors for innovation. Pressures to innovate are not limited to rapidly changing fields of study or 

professional programs; they span a wide array of disciplines across the campus (Krücken, 2021; 

Hrabowski, 2014). 

One area to be considered for innovative approaches could be global programs. Students 

need to be globally competitive (Penalva, 2021; Hrabowski, 2014). Global perspectives and 

respect for diversity have been of high importance in higher education for many years (Perry et 

al., 2013). Students benefit from a global perspective and a better understanding of the 

interconnectedness of the world (Perry et al., 2013). Experiential global exposure has primarily 

taken two pathways: 1) bringing more international students to U.S. campuses, and 2) sending 

more U.S. students to other countries (Knotts, Albers, & James, 2021). 

Studying abroad is a highly beneficial method for helping students become citizens of the 

world (Lutterman-Aguilar & Gingerich, 2002). In addition to long-term programs, such as a 

semester or year abroad, faculty-led study abroad programs for shorter durations have become an 

important method for providing an experience to internationalize students (Lewin, 2009; Perry et 

al., 2013; Stearns, 2009). 
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Benefits of Study Abroad Programs 

The well-documented literature supports the value of short-term study abroad programs 

as a means of providing cultural exposure (Whatley, Landon, Tarrant, & Rubin, 2020). The 

benefits include personal growth (Mulvaney, 2017; Franklin, 2010), cross-cultural sensitivity 

(Anderson, Lawton, Rexeisen, & Hubbard, 2006), global awareness (Kurt, Olitsky, & Geis, 

2013), increased global competency (Shadowen, Chieffo, & Guerra, 2015), intercultural 

knowledge (Lokkesmoe, Kuchinke, & Ardichvili, 2016), and professional development 

(Mulvaney, 2017; DeGraaf, Slagter, Larsen, & Ditta, 2013). Students gain an understanding of 

and respect for cultural differences (Petrie-Wyman, Murrell, & Schultz, 2020). The long-term 

outcomes include students who are less threatened by diversity (Wolfensberger, 2012). 

International academic travel has been linked to improved learning outcomes (Regan, Howard, & 

Lemée, 2009), increased graduation rates (Burns, O’Rear, Rubin, & Sutton, 2015), and better 

postgraduation career prospects (Potts, 2015).  

Limitations of Study Abroad Programs 

Despite the benefits to having an educational experience in another country, participation 

in these programs is not universal. Research has determined that most incoming freshmen start 

college with an intention to study abroad, but only a very small percent of students actually 

participate in such programs (Vernon, Moos, & Loncarich, 2017). Student concerns and 

uncertainty play a role in deciding not to study abroad (Bell, 2016). Only about 1 percent of 

students actually study abroad, and participation is skewed (Vernon, Moos, & Loncarich, 2017). 

Low participation rates have been attributed to many different factors and barriers.  

Barriers to participation include both direct financial cost and opportunity costs, such as 

loss of earnings and loss of alternative experiences (Gordon, Patterson, & Cherry, 2014). Lack of 
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family support (Gordon, Patterson, & Cherry, 2014), situation variables (Vernon, Moos, & 

Loncarich, 2017) and personal characteristics (Hackney, Boggs, & Borozan, 2012) have also 

been found to limit participation. A student’s employment status, relationship status, and/or a 

pressure to graduate within a specific time frame are all associated with foregoing a study abroad 

experience (Fitzsimmons, Flanagan, & Wang 2013; Goldstein & Kim 2006). 

Affordability is a reoccurring reason cited for students not engaging in international 

academic programs. Students who participate in programs involving international travel are 

typically wealthier (Whatley, 2017) due to the financial factors impacting students’ ability to 

study abroad (Albers-Miller, Prenshaw, & Straughan, 1999, Gordon, Patterson, & Cherry, 2014).  

Study abroad students are less likely to be financial aid students (Johnstone, Smith, & Malmgren, 

2020).  

While financial concerns represent a substantial barrier to participation, other student 

characteristics can result in underrepresentation in study abroad programs. Women are more 

likely to participate in traditional study abroad programs than men, with approximately two-

thirds of study abroad students being female (Selingo, 2019). Men have indicated that the time 

and distance associated with having an academic experience in another country is disruptive in 

that it creates an interruption to on-campus activities and is difficult to schedule (Selingo, 2019).  

Gender non-conforming students are less likely to participate in academic programs abroad, as 

well as first generation students (Johnstone, Smith, & Malmgren, 2020).  Students of various 

ethnicities are less likely to desire to travel abroad (Johnstone, Smith, & Malmgren, 2020). 

Hispanic/Latinos, African Americans, and American Indians/Alaskan Natives are 

underrepresented groups for participating in study aboard opportunities (Kim and Lawrence, 

2021). Moreover, students with additional responsibilities, such as full-time employment and 
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family obligations, are less likely to sign up for such programs (Knotts, Albers, & James 2021, 

Vernon, Moos, & Loncarich, 2017).  

The availability of space in study abroad opportunities aligned with degree or career 

goals may also be a factor for students not traveling in an academic program. Restricting the 

number of students in any particular study abroad program has been documented as beneficial 

(Whatley et al., 2020). Whether for practical logistical reasons or the expected benefit of a 

smaller group, many faculty-led international programs have enrollment caps. The outcome can 

be that spaces in the programs become restrictive and even competitive (Knotts, Albers, & 

James, 2021). Course/program availability is also a contributing factor for students not engaging 

in study abroad programs (Gordon, Patterson, & Cherry, 2014).   

  Unfortunately, the unexpected worldwide COVID-19 pandemic created another barrier 

to studying abroad. The pandemic forced a disruptive change resulting in the use of more 

technology and changes to delivery methods (Arora & Srinivasan, 2020). It has been reported 

that 188 countries worldwide suspended traditional delivery of courses (Basilaia & Kvavadze, 

2020) and adjusted, almost overnight, to distance learning environments with increased 

technology to meet the complex needs of a diverse and global student population (Mishra et al., 

2020; Liguori & Winkler, 2020).  

In addition to the changes to course delivery methods, the academic learning environment 

was critically altered by the loss of exposure to internationally diverse environments. Travel 

restrictions imposed by governments and colleges/universities extremely limited international 

study abroad programs (Martel, 2020). The CDC provided recommendations for restrictions on 

international educational travel, including warnings for areas with high infection rates (CDC, 

2021).  Similarly, international students faced difficulty in continuing their studies in the United 
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States, and some universities stopped recruiting international students (Martel, 2020). 

Opportunities to engage in international experiences were negatively impacted (Dietrich, 2020). 

The low number of participants in traditional study aboard programs and substantial 

barriers to participate has generated a desire to increase participation overall and to reduce the 

barriers for students (Vernon, Moos, & Loncarich, 2017). The pandemic and the potential for 

other disruptions for student travel also encourages the exploration for an alternative.  A virtual 

alternative to the traditional study abroad program was created and implemented during the 

pandemic. This alternative, described below, has the potential to provide an inclusive 

international experience for underrepresented students and those students who cannot or will not 

study abroad. 

Virtual Alternative to Traditional Study Abroad 

A virtual international experience (VIE) is an alternative approach for a traditional, 

faculty-led study abroad program that was created to support student needs during the worldwide 

pandemic (Knotts, Albers, & James, 2021). While the purpose of this program was to meet an 

immediate curricular need that arose due to travel restrictions imposed by the federal and state 

government, the outcome has far-reaching implications for students who are unable to participate 

in international programming requiring foreign travel. This paper explored the benefits of 

offering a VIE as a long-term addition to the curriculum even after student travel to foreign 

countries is reinstated.   

A VIE can be created to simulate an existing on-the-ground program or to provide an 

international engaging experience at universities with limited or no student abroad programming. 

While a virtual international experience program lacks the robustness of a period of time living 

and learning abroad, it has been demonstrated as providing a reasonable alternative for students 
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who otherwise would have no international opportunities. Although not directly comparable to 

an academic experience that takes place in another cultural environment, a virtual international 

experience seems to provide some of the same benefits. A VIE does not suffer from many of the 

impediments routinely associated with international travel, including restricted student numbers, 

burdensome costs, and disruptions for students. 

In a traditional study abroad course, students are typically exposed to academic content 

delivered by educators or knowledge experts from the country/countries visited. The speakers 

often include professors and professionals, including speakers from businesses, organizations, 

and governments. These lectures are often provided in a traditional classroom setting. A VIE can 

emulate that learning opportunity virtually. Speakers from the same types of organizations can 

provide the same types of content virtually through high quality video content. The content 

provided virtually should be of similar caliber speakers and cover the same types of content as 

would have been delivered in country. Preparation of this level of virtual content requires a 

financial commitment to quality. This means partnering with a vendor to locate 

executives/speakers in various content areas, to secure their commitments, to negotiate the 

agreement, and to obtain/edit the video content. Establishing an agreement with the speakers to 

only allow students and the professor access to their content, restricting the number of times the 

content will be used, and specifying a time period for the use of the content (such as a single 

semester) will assist the vendor in securing top tier executives and officials. Furthermore, the 

video content and discussions will remain relevant to current world events and challenges. 

In addition to academically relevant lectures, the virtual international experience may 

also include other course materials/requirements such as corporate promotional footage, cultural 

video tours, short quizzes, virtual class discussions, or reflective papers. 
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Value of a Virtual International Experience 

The value of a virtual international experience can extend beyond a medical lockdown to 

offer a more inclusive alternative than a traditional study abroad program. For the virtual 

international experience created as a replacement during the pandemic, a 600 percent increase in 

student participation was reported. The group was a more diverse group of students and included 

individuals who could not travel abroad. Because of the much lower cost, the program included 

students who could not afford an in-country experience. The VIE had a much more balanced 

representation of men and women. 

The pandemic-inspired VIE also had overwhelmingly positive feedback. Not 

surprisingly, some students expressed a disappointment in being unable to travel; however, most 

were thankful that an alternative was provided. The VIE proved to be a valuable learning 

experience that was innovative and inclusive. 

Feedback from students indicated that the virtual course option was a creative format and 

consisted of engaging and valuable content. Students described the course as a unique way to 

engage with business executives across the globe who had “different cultural, social-economic-

political perspectives.” Student feedback credited the virtual international course with making 

them feel more prepared for international business situations and providing them with practical, 

authentic knowledge regarding the business trends, customs, and culture of different countries.  

Students recognized that the VIE provided an enhanced, broader experience than the 

traditional on-the-ground program. Traditional study abroad programs may be limited to a 

particular country and to executive speakers within that immediate location. Because the VIE 

program was not restricted geographically, the speakers were high quality, top level international 

executives from multiple countries, backgrounds, industries, and cultures. Many students in the 
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VIE program recognized the consistently high quality of the international speakers and 

appreciated the depth of knowledge that these top managers shared.  

Students were also grateful for the flexibility that the virtual learning environment 

provided during the pandemic. Having the ability to not only access videos anywhere and 

anytime but to also be able to pause and re-watch them if needed made the course more 

conducive to learning for many students. Some students believed that the virtual course format 

was a better alternative than a traditional study abroad program due to lower costs and a broader 

range of speakers representing a variety of countries. Being able to learn about different regions 

of the world first-hand from top level international executives was a memorable learning 

experience for the students. 

Conclusion 

While the creation of a virtual international experience program was conceived as a stop 

gap measure for delivering a course alternative for a traditional study abroad program during the 

pandemic, the outcome has far-reaching potential. The VIE provides an option for students who 

otherwise cannot participate in an international study abroad program. A virtual international 

experience can provide content with many of the same benefits for students as a traditional study 

abroad program, but at a lower cost with the potential for increasing participation and attracting a 

more diverse student group to the program. This virtual format may serve as an alternative for 

students who might not otherwise be able to participate in an on-the-ground international 

experience. 
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