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ABSTRACT 

This article argues that international student integration is not only a 
university issue, but a community one. Thus, the next step for universities’ 
internationalization strategies requires expanding efforts to include 
engagement with the greater community and bringing a community-based 
approach to internationalization processes. Doing so will both better serve 
the international student population and also create a more well-rounded 
internationalized university experience for all students by acknowledging 
and harnessing the inherent diversity of the local community. In particular, 
this article discusses the university’s role in facilitating such a community-
based approach. It will then examine possible strategies and practical 
suggestions for how universities can step beyond campus-specific policies 
and instead foster student engagement with and within the greater local 
community.  

Keywords: community engagement, higher education, international 
students, internationalization, social integration, student experience 

The internationalization of higher education has been a prominent focus of 
discussion among researchers, higher education administrators, and 
policymakers for over two decades. During this time, many initial aims of 
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building capacity and international standards have been replaced with a 
focus on the commercial benefits of recruiting large international student 
populations. The persistent challenge of integrating those international 
students into the university community suggests that the available strategies 
are limited and that it is time to shift our internationalization approach to 
one that has a more far-reaching potential. 

Dynamic increases in student mobility have affected the 
internationalization of higher education institutions around the world as the 
number of tertiary students who are studying outside their home country 
continues to increase dramatically. In 2016, approximately five million 
tertiary students studied in another country, an increase of 67 percent since 
2005, and that number is speculated to increase to 8 million students by 
2025 (ICEF Monitor, 2016). A high concentration of these mobile students 
choose to study in English-speaking countries and at English-medium 
universities, creating learning environments that are rich with possibilities 
for cultural and linguistic exchange but also opportunities for tensions to 
arise around language, conflicting expectations, and differing academic 
practices. 

Universities and researchers have reacted to this influx by primarily 
focusing on improving the experience of this large international cohort and 
on helping international students from non-English-speaking backgrounds 
succeed in English-speaking universities. Key efforts have been enacted to 
help students adjust to university life, with heavy emphasis on the 
international student doing the adjusting, adapting, and changing. Specific 
focus has been put on improving international students’ English-language 
proficiency and in improving their academic skills (Baik & Greig, 2009). 

As a result of these efforts, international students generally perform 
well enough academically, meaning that they are likely to pass their studies, 
though their marks do not tend to be as high as those of domestic students 
(Norton, 2016). Despite well-documented language and integration issues, 
responses on the International Student Barometer suggest that international 
students are generally satisfied with their study experience (Department of 
Education and Training, 2017). 

However, these efforts do not adequately provide an “equitable 
student experience for international students” (Proctor & Arkoudis, 2017, p. 
129), because they often inadvertently emphasize the experience of 
international students and overlook the wider aspects of internationalization 
such as the development of global perspectives (Lunn, 2008). While some 
universities embrace a holistic approach to internationalization that 
incorporates top-down and bottom-up efforts, such positive examples are 
less common (Lunn, 2008). Issues such as increased commercialization and 
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emphasis on economic rationales for internationalization pose challenges for 
many universities (Jones & de Wit, 2012). Most notably, difficulties have 
persisted in successfully integrating international students into the local 
community (Arkoudis et al., 2010). Thus, a combination of the ever-shifting 
student experience and the endurance of specific challenges suggests that it 
is time to welcome an approach to internationalization that considers the 
wider context and embraces a broader, more community-driven priority. 

In this article, we propose a more community-based approach to 
internationalization with the aim of better fostering a supportive, well-
rounded, internationalized learning experience for all students. First, we 
outline some of the current challenges facing the internationalization of 
higher education institutions and tensions around the integration of 
international students. Next, we discuss the ways that those challenges take 
shape within the community-university relationship. Finally, we provide 
practical suggestions for implementing a community-based approach that 
keeps these challenges in mind. 

CURRENT CHALLENGES IN INTERNATIONALIZATION 

The literature consistently shows that there remain tensions around student 
interactions. In many environments, students from different cultural or 
linguistic backgrounds do not freely interact with each other (Arkoudis et 
al., 2010; Pham & Tran, 2015). This seems to be the case across a range of 
host countries and with students from all backgrounds. Not only do 
international students demonstrate difficulty integrating into the host 
community, but even in the classroom, students tend to associate with those 
who are culturally or linguistically similar (Arkoudis et al., 2010; 2012). In 
addition, there exist a range of intercultural challenges that may inhibit 
interaction on the part of both domestic and international students, including 
language difficulties (Arkoudis et al., 2010), differing communication styles 
(Straker, 2016; Zhang, 2015), anxiety (Dunne, 2009), a lack of common 
interests (Arkoudis et al., 2010), differing schedules (Arkoudis et al., 2010; 
Kondakci, Van den Broeck, & Yildirim, 2008), and feeling judged by other 
students (Dunne, 2009; O’Reilly, Hickey, & Ryan, 2013). Such reluctance 
to interact despite proximity and contact has been exhibited in institutions of 
higher education in multiple countries, including English-speaking countries 
such as the US, Australia, Ireland, the UK, and Canada, as well as non-
English speaking countries such as Finland, Belgium, and Japan (cf. 
Arkoudis et al., 2010; Dimitrov, Dawson, Olsen, & Meadows, 2014; Dunne, 
2009; Etherington, 2014; Harrison & Peacock, 2010).  
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This perceived lack of positive, substantial interaction between 
domestic and international students is a major challenge of 
internationalization (Arkoudis et al., 2010; Yates & Wahid, 2013). A lack of 
interaction between diverse students can slow international students’ 
English language development (Etherington, 2014), reduce the opportunities 
for all students to gain global perspectives (Arkoudis et al., 2010), and result 
in feelings of dissatisfaction and isolation (Kormos, Csizér, & Iwaniec, 
2014; Rochecouste & Oliver, 2014; Yates & Wahid, 2013). Additionally, 
peer interaction within learning environments is believed to aid 
comprehension of the learning material (Arkoudis et al., 2010; Etherington, 
2014), assist academic achievement (Akanwa, 2015), and prepare students 
for intercultural workplaces (Etherington, 2014).  

Researchers agree that contact alone is not enough of an impetus for 
interaction and that interaction needs to be managed and facilitated in order 
to be successful (Harrison & Peacock, 2010). However, the more 
problematic aspect is that interaction between international and domestic 
students, if poorly managed, may also result in negative interaction 
experiences and subsequently lead to feelings of resentment by all parties. 
This is particularly evident by students’ frequent referral to the “other” as 
being “excluding.” Such homophily, or spending time with only those of the 
same background, is frequently interpreted as a barrier to interaction 
(Arkoudis et al., 2010; 2012). However, Centola et al. (2007) have coined 
the term “induced homophily” to explain that interaction may not only be 
affected by segregatory behavior but that it can produce homophilic 
behavior as well, meaning it may actually encourage students to spend time 
only with those of the same background. At the same time, researchers 
disagree on the role of proximity and familiarity in intercultural relations. 
Some highlight their potential for reducing biases (Bornstein, 1989, cited in 
Kormos, Csizér, & Iwaniec, 2014) and others warn that proximity can lead 
to homophilic behavior and feelings of threat (Dunne, 2013; Koen & 
Durrheim, 2010). These conflicting outcomes, then, emphasize that the 
result of interaction is not only uncertain but that interaction itself has risks 
when not managed actively.  

One potential risk is the feeling of resentment towards fellow 
students. Currently, there exists an alarming perception among some 
domestic students that the quality of education is lowered due to the 
presence of international students, that grades are negatively affected by 
group work with international students, and that entry requirements have 
been lowered for international students (Barron, 2006; Harrison & Peacock, 
2010; Strauss, U-Mackey, & Crothers, 2014; Sweeney, Weaven, & 
Herington, 2008). These combined factors can lead to resentment on the part 
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of the domestic students and a feeling of unfairness that Barron (2006) 
warned over a decade ago was the most potentially problematic response 
from domestic students. Yet, over these last ten years, little work has been 
done to reduce such resentment or even identify what causes it. Importantly, 
this resentment may occur even as domestic students state explicitly that 
they understand the benefits of multicultural interaction, intercultural study, 
and multicultural group work (Barron, 2006). International students also 
understand the benefits; however, the preconceived notions they each hold 
about interacting and the fear that this causes (of offense, anxiety, and low 
grades) can take precedence. These are some of the many contradictions in 
the literature between what students seem to “know” and how they behave.  
 While we know little about what can reduce this resentment, it 
appears that the potential for such resentment may increase when the 
proportion of international students reaches a critical mass. Parsons (2010) 
explains this as domestic students’ potential fatigue over having to 
frequently overcome the difficulties of working with international students. 
However, for international students, it also seems to matter that the size of 
the particular co-national group is large enough for students to depend on. 
The lack of opportunity to fall back into culturally similar circles may be the 
necessary push international students need to embrace the risks of 
interacting with domestic students (Edgeworth & Eiseman, 2007). 
Especially when there is an existing, comfortable network of peers, there 
may be less of a need for, and more of a risk in, multicultural interaction. In 
fact, domestic and international students may both focus on the risks of 
interacting, rather than the benefits (Harrison & Peacock, 2010). In addition, 
an outwardly diverse student body can also lead to feelings of apathy and 
anonymity among the students, resulting in an unintended justification for 
their lack of interaction (Halualani, 2010). In such circumstances, many 
students believe that passive forms of interaction such as sitting in the same 
room can suffice as intercultural interaction (Halualani, 2008). Thus, the 
continuing increase of the incoming international student population may 
start to exacerbate the potential for homophily among all students and, thus, 
feelings of resentment as well.  

Though such attitudes may be heightened by university 
environments, they often do not start in the classroom. Instead, they are a 
symptom of greater societal issues. Harrison (2015) argues that we have to 
“situate any discussion about [internationalization] in a wider context of 
inequalities, social mobility and class transmission” (p. 424). Other authors 
highlight the potential racial tensions and social challenges that will likely 
bleed into student relations (Lantz-Deaton, 2017), especially as the number 
of international students increases (Ritter, 2016). 
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 A review of the existing literature suggests that current strategies 
appear to have a limited ability to solve these issues of apathy, resentment, 
and active avoidance, primarily because they focus only on the academic 
environment. By being academic-centered, most interaction-promoting 
strategies ignore the social issues and tensions that the students bring with 
them, and simultaneously disregard students’ fears of reduced grades, 
communication challenges, and conflicting expectations. In addition to 
focusing only on the academic challenges, current strategies are also limited 
in who they assist. At the moment, the students who show most 
improvement in their intercultural skills are those with existing dispositions 
toward intercultural interests (Harrison & Peacock, 2010). This is partly 
because most on-campus activities around internationalization are geared 
toward the study abroad experience and do not benefit the “non-mobile 
majority” (Beelen & Jones, 2015, p. 68), likely the student group that is least 
inclined to naturally seek out multicultural experiences. A third issue is that 
international students are often positioned as the inferior party, despite 
discussion in the literature to move away from a “deficit model” which 
portrays international students as the unskilled party (Dunne, 2013, p. 572). 
This unequal power distribution is commonly demonstrated in the 
establishment of peer mentoring programs that position the domestic student 
as the “mentor,” perpetuating the idea that it is only the international student 
who needs to adjust. 
 These academic-centered efforts also put unfair pressure on 
individual instructors. Arkoudis et al. (2010) and Etherington (2014) note 
that some teachers may be subject specialists but are not well versed in 
educational theory, and, thus, are not prepared to adapt their teaching style 
to different cultures of learning or to English language learners. Similarly, 
teachers of particularly content-heavy courses might not have the time to fit 
more multicultural, discussion-based activities into their lessons (Arkoudis 
et al., 2010; Arkoudis & Baik, 2014; Etherington, 2014) nor include 
additional intercultural competencies in their lesson aims (Etherington, 
2014).  

We propose that it is time for universities to move beyond the idea 
that internationalization strategies can be limited to either the classroom or 
the campus. Instead, we present the concept of a community-based approach 
to internationalization that would foster a more far-reaching and tolerant 
host culture, offering opportunity, interaction, and respect for international 
students. In the following sections, we first outline our reasons behind such 
an idea and then offer practical suggestions for how to implement such an 
approach. 



Journal of International Students 

1446 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE UNIVERSITY AND THE 
BROADER COMMUNITY 

Despite how well international students may do academically, there is 
consistent evidence that they are often unable to successfully integrate into 
the host community. This circumstance is demonstrated in Anglophone 
communities throughout the world, even though over one third of student 
life is spent within the host community (Arambewela & Hall, 2013). 
Cultural integration, specifically, may not be as important to adjustment as 
academic preparation (Seow, 2005), but being part of a social community 
has been shown to make the transition to the new environment much 
smoother for international students (Gautam, Lowery, Mays, & Durant, 
2016; Romerhausen, 2013). In addition, interaction with the host community 
is a primary aid to not only cultural adaptation (Yu & Wright, 2016), but to 
student satisfaction (Arambewela & Hall, 2013; Bianchi, 2013) and future 
employability (Arkoudis & Baik, 2014). The community environment may, 
in fact, have a larger influence on student satisfaction than the university 
environment (Arambewela & Hall, 2013). Nevertheless, international 
students do not easily integrate into the host community. 

On the other hand, the marked increase in international student 
enrollments has long benefited the host communities in which these students 
study. While it is impossible to quantify all the benefits that international 
students bring, there are some easily recognizable economic benefits, 
primarily in students’ spending on tuition and fees (Vickers & Bekhradnia, 
2007). International students in Australia, for example, are estimated to 
contribute around A$20 billion annually (US$15.5 billion) (Deloitte Access 
Economics, 2016). This financial contribution includes far more than 
university costs. Communities also benefit financially through increased 
employment, hospitality, accommodation, and everyday spending (Deloitte, 
2016; Group of Eight Australia, 2014). International students also attract 
other tourists, bringing around 160,000 overseas visitors to Australia (Group 
of Eight Australia, 2014). 

There are consistent non-financial benefits to the community as 
well, particularly in improved cultural literacy and cultural capital (Deloitte, 
2016). The community’s projected image becomes more favorable due to 
the diversity of the population, the increase of cultural influences, and the 
image of openness and progressiveness that such multicultural populations 
bring with them. Transnational connections also offer potentially huge 
benefits to Australian businesses (Tran & Gribble, 2015). 

Yet, there is very little reciprocity in community benefits that are 
returned to the international students. International students often meet more 
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hardships than favors, specifically regarding issues with employment, 
accommodation, exploitation, discrimination, and cultural segregation 
(Kinnaird, 2015; Knight, 2017; Ryan et al., 2016). In many host 
environments, international students find it incredibly difficult to find 
employment, either because of working regulations, lack of familiarity with 
employment processes, English language competency, or because of the 
circular logic that one should already have had previous work experience in 
the host country in order to get further work experience in that country 
(Arkoudis et al., 2009; Gribble, 2014; Lee & Rice, 2007). As a result, 
students often end up with work options where they are paid “under the 
table” for nominal sums under unfair working conditions, unable to speak 
up about the circumstances out of fear that they would have no other 
opportunity for employment should this option no longer exist (Lee & Rice, 
2007).  

Likewise, international students are often housed in substandard 
living environments, sleeping multiple to a room with little privacy, no 
lease, and under seriously pitiful conditions (Knight, 2017; Ryan et al., 
2016; Tovey, 2009). The circumstance of many international students living 
in squalor is documented in at least Australia, the US, and the UK (Ryan et 
al., 2016). For many, such accommodation is the only possible option 
because international students may not have the local references and rental 
history that may be required for more well-maintained accommodation, city 
housing prices are often unaffordable, and university-managed 
accommodation may not meet demand (Ryan et al., 2016; Tovey, 2009). Yet 
occupants without leases are vulnerable to hidden fees and spontaneous rent 
increases, and they often feel unable to speak up against unfair treatment for 
fear of their visas being revoked and their only housing option removed 
(Ryan et al., 2016; Tovey, 2009). These factors combine to put international 
students’ safety and wellbeing at great risk (Ryan et al., 2016). 

Lastly, the issue of cultural segregation deals with the fact that 
international students are not always integrated or welcomed into the 
community (Lee & Rice, 2017). Of course, each of these situations requires 
an acceptance on the part of the students as well, but the frequency of the 
phenomena poses a worrisome challenge for both the international student 
experience and the students’ relationships with the community. 

As a response to these challenges, many international students take 
advantage of extensive support networks established by their cultural group 
outside of the university that often include childcare, employment 
opportunities, and housing networks. While these systems may have 
originally been born out of the necessity for support, they may now act 
unintentionally as reasons to further avoid integration with the larger 
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community. These supports undoubtedly provide valuable assistance for 
students without any other networks, and, of course, we cannot ignore the 
fact that some students study internationally without any intention or desire 
to integrate; yet, there are other students who would like to become part of 
the host community if given the opportunity. At the moment, the 
opportunity rarely exists, and when it does, it is frequently met with 
pushback. 

Universities have certainly taken many steps to try mitigating these 
issues, including starting mentor programs, adding more group work to the 
curriculum, and promoting “know your rights” campaigns. Yet universities 
only have so much reach and influence when the source of the problem is 
societal. As long as there continues to be a disconnect between the 
universities—international students’ primary connection to the 
community—and the off-campus, host community, universities’ 
interventions can only remain limited and superficial. 

This puts universities at a particular disadvantage, as many issues in 
the classroom are born directly from community tensions, including racism, 
segregation, exploitation, and active avoidance of cross-cultural interaction. 
As mentioned earlier, we cannot isolate discussion on internationalization 
without also discussing the greater social context, because the two are 
interdependent. For example, the foreign community with the largest 
presence on campus is often also that with the largest presence in the 
community, and, as a result, is the cultural group that often experiences the 
most targeted prejudice and scapegoating. Feelings of specific resentment, 
prejudice, and social stigma also overflow into the classroom environment 
where stereotypes—both positive and negative—often inform student 
interactions. On the other hand, communities that are genuinely more 
tolerant of diversity and multilingualism also tend to support more tolerant 
classroom environments where polylingualism is seen as a resource rather 
than a hindrance. However, many international students believe that they 
should accept discrimination as a natural cost of their education in 
Anglophone countries (Lee, 2007). The harassment they experience, though, 
has a direct effect on the classroom experience.  

Harassment due to appearance has become particularly notable, with 
“foreign looking” students being yelled at from passing cars (Khawaja & 
Stallman, 2011) or even having bottles thrown at them (Lee, 2007). Many 
experiences, such as the preceding two examples, often occur when walking 
home from class, an activity that sits at the blurry border between 
community and university. Even students’ definitions of “culture,” and who 
they interact with, is often based on more general societal assumptions. 
International students in the United States, for example, have been known to 
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build stereotypically negative attitudes towards Latinos only after arriving in 
the US and being surrounded by existing prejudices and misconceptions 
(Ritter, 2016). Assumptions about who is “worthy” of interaction have 
palpable and direct consequences for the internationalized classroom. Until 
these issues are addressed, they will continue to affect the social dynamic 
between domestic and international students. Thus, universities are not only 
well-placed to advocate on behalf of international students, it will also be in 
their best interest to pursue a better solution to these community-based 
challenges. 

A COMMUNITY-BASED APPROACH 

Based on the literature described above, it is clear that international students 
are integral contributors to the broader community, but universities are 
naturally the students’ primary focus and community hub during their 
studies. In order to move forward with internationalization efforts and 
engage with the community as a whole, the university needs to embrace a 
community-spirited approach where the role of the university is one of 
advocate on behalf of the international students towards the community.  

This shift in perspective is the first and most fundamental change 
we propose, on top of which the other suggestions depend. It requires that 
universities serve as the students’ link and spokesman in the community. 
There needs to be a proactive acceptance that the university is not isolated 
from the community, nor vice versa, and so universities must take an active 
role in establishing a solid relationship with the community organizations 
that most directly affect their students. It will not do to say that they serve as 
a link to the community simply by bringing new students to that community. 
Instead, they must establish firm relationships with community groups, 
agencies, and organizations that are built on bi-directional advising, respect, 
and program planning. Wherever possible, universities and communities 
need to establish practices and policies together, in a manner that holds all 
parties accountable. All other suggestions hinge on the acceptance of this 
fundamental role. Once that role is adopted by the university, the following 
practical steps can offer more specific ways to move forward in this 
capacity. 

Practical Step 1: Community-Based Projects 

In addition to policy-making, universities need to expand their use 
of community-based projects. At the moment, only a small portion of 
programs utilize community-based projects as part of the curriculum. While 
many of these programs already offer well-designed opportunities for 
innovation and community engagement, we agree with Smith and Sobel 
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(2010) that such place-based education is applicable to all disciplines. Thus, 
we argue that a version of this can be implemented in almost all faculties 
and should be done so for credit and in a facilitated, purposeful manner, 
rather than on an elective, make-your-own-experience basis.  

These projects would be facilitated with a wide range of community 
groups that would keep the international students in mind. Specifically, 
rather than expecting the students to establish their own relationships when 
they would be likely to resort to familiar cultural groups, students would 
instead be connected to community organizations through relationships 
established by the university, thus connecting students with organizations 
with which they would otherwise not be connected. This would allow for the 
promotion of cross-cultural experiences and for positioning the student 
population as a diverse and invaluable resource. 

Next, in arguing that almost all faculties can and should benefit 
from such a program, we understand that some faculties, such as business, 
often do engage practices in which groups of students solve specific 
problems for community groups. We also understand that not all programs 
will be so direct. At the very least, though, all programs could require some 
type of community-immersed activity which includes cooperation with 
classmates, accountability, assessment, and reflection on the part of the 
students. As examples of unobtrusive activities, first-year students could 
complete reflection journals on their observation of a number of outside 
locations; students could be required to give presentations to community 
groups; one-semester internships could be completed for credit, rather than 
pay, in a wide variety of fields; volunteering could be established as a for-
credit portion of a particular course. However, we emphasize again that even 
the observations and volunteering would need to be arranged by the 
university and with diverse organizations so that mutual expectations and 
accountability are established. Likewise, even the less structured activities, 
such as volunteering, would need to require intentional, well-designed 
reflection. 

The third characteristic of these programs is that they be completed 
for university credit and be required of all students. There are two primary 
reasons for this. First, it is already problematic that only a small portion of 
students seem to benefit from cross-cultural or intercultural activities. 
Relying on students to select these options as electives almost guarantees 
that the uninterested majority will continue to avoid intercultural 
experiences. Likewise, we cannot assume that students will proactively 
embrace the benefits of these programs when they have so far learned that 
the risks of intercultural interaction often outweigh any benefits. By making 
these programs required, even for a short intensive period, it would reach 
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the students most in need of intercultural experiences and skills. It would 
also prompt a more fundamental shift in university culture and expectations. 
The second reason for making the programs for-credit is that they allow for 
accountability and assessment of the participating students. Only by 
consciously managing the requirements, aims, and structure of the program 
can universities build connections and encourage relationships that would 
not exist otherwise. 

The key to these programs is to build a bridge that helps students 
engage with members of the community that they cannot access easily on 
their own. In turn, it will make a small step towards altering the 
community’s conceptualization of international students and the students’ 
experience of that community. Although the concept of community-based 
projects is not new, such service-learning provides the unique opportunity to 
benefit both the provider and the recipient (Furco, 1996). Thus, it is our 
belief that such projects would provide a valuable opportunity to restructure 
students’ relationships to the community when adhering to the three main 
points described above: facilitated relationships, for-credit value, and 
purposeful activities that keep the international students in mind and 
consciously promote cross-cultural understanding. As a result, domestic and 
international students alike would be exposed to new aspects of the 
community, would be seen as a valuable resource, and would be engaged in 
a socially-benefiting action together in which each member is a vital piece 
of the final product. 

Practical Step 2: Establishing Safeguards Against Exploitation 

One of the ways that universities should work together with the 
community would be in establishing safeguards against exploitation. This 
would involve connecting with homeowners, employers, community boards, 
and advocacy groups in establishing guidelines and policies that will be 
enforceable and actionable. Exploitation continues to take shape only when 
there is no other competitive option. Importantly, the students also need to 
be seen as a responsible party, but not as the sole decision-maker. In 
focusing only on informing the students of their rights, universities continue 
to place primary responsibility onto the students, the exact population that is 
vulnerable to exploitation. So, it does not make sense to simply focus on 
“better informing” students when it is the complex relationship between 
circumstances, limited opportunities, and need that fosters exploitative 
situations.  

At the same time, it is unreasonable to believe that all universities 
can simply offer more housing and employment options themselves. While 
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doing so is certainly an invaluable way to increase students’ opportunities, 
such expansion may not be possible. 

Instead, we suggest that agreements made between the university 
and the community parties be written down, officially endorsed, and held to 
some type of actionable enforcement. It is essential that the agreements 
include not only what is expected of each party, but also what will be 
explicitly unacceptable. Parties that have established written agreements 
with the university, such as rental agencies, homestay companies, 
employers, or employment agencies, can be advertised as “verified” and 
receive the benefits of university endorsement. Then, if the agreement is 
broken, the university would be responsible for ending its endorsement of 
that agency, advertising that the party has broken their agreement, and 
establishing an agreement with an alternate party. Ideally, agreements will 
be arranged with two or more parties of the same kind (e.g., rental agencies) 
to lessen the likelihood of exploitation due to lack of options. 

Next, for more serious offenses, arrangements with community 
boards or local law enforcement need to be instituted that would have the 
power to punish exploiters either via fine, legal action, or the revoking of 
licenses and permits. This would not only ensure that students have more 
options in the case of difficulty, it would also serve to tell potential 
community partners that mechanisms have been established to keep them 
accountable. 

The implementation of this step also requires that there is indeed a 
mechanism set up to review and monitor each party’s compliance. Most 
importantly, though, is that students have a place and process to report their 
concerns and that action is taken on their behalf. It works in neither the 
community’s nor the university’s favor to have international students taken 
advantage of, undercutting established worker laws, or at physical or 
emotional risk.  

Practical Step 3: Streamline Information 

University-community partnerships should next focus on 
streamlining information related to accommodation issues and advocacy. 
We acknowledge that many universities have already established accessible 
information hubs for students regarding housing. However, at many 
institutions, information is scattered across a variety of organizations, 
including student associations, university housing offices, advocacy groups, 
and accommodation posting boards. This makes it difficult for students to 
know where to go when questionable circumstances arrive or when trying to 
make smart, preventative decisions. Having a safe living environment is a 
fundamental requirement for a satisfying study experience, and universities 
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must acknowledge that unsafe living environments can lead to undue stress 
and danger for their students. Thus, once they have accepted their new role 
as outlined above, universities’ next step would necessarily be to actively 
include the students in a mutual understanding of what is acceptable.  

After all, while some homeowners or agents may turn a blind eye 
and others play active roles in encouraging unfavorable housing 
circumstances, still others may be unaware that their units are being sublet 
to so many students. At the same time, many students consciously accept 
overcrowded living environments because they feel it is their best option, 
either because they are the cheapest solutions or because traditional means 
are inaccessible. Just as we insist that the community be held accountable, 
so too must the students. Yet punishing students when there is no seemingly 
viable alternative would be unethical.  

CONCLUSION 

We understand that each university has its own needs, systems, and 
priorities and that the steps outlined above will need to be adapted for each 
institution’s particular context. Furthermore, we acknowledge that each 
university may have existing versions of one or more of these suggested 
approaches. What we contend, though, is that one piece is not sufficient by 
itself. Instead, it is necessary that the approach be holistic, structured, and 
done under the understanding that the university become the students’ 
advocate. These suggestions are also certainly not exhaustive. The premise 
remains, though, that the university would benefit from taking a more active 
role in linking international students to the greater community.  

It is time to attempt new approaches and strategies to 
internationalization and in fostering interaction between international 
students, domestic students, and the wider community. The four points 
outlined here offer a starting point for expanding internationalization efforts 
into the greater community. While we strongly believe that such a shift in 
approach is necessary for improving the international student experience, it 
is far beyond the scope of this article to propose ways to completely 
eliminate racism and prejudice, even specifically prejudice towards 
international students. However, taking steps to reduce issues of exploitation 
and cultural segregation will help establish a more tolerant, supportive 
learning environment for all students. By creating a more solidified bridge 
into the community, the us-versus-them mentality has fewer opportunities to 
thrive. Furthermore, this fundamental shift in attitude from one of 
“information providing” to one of “connection building” can help make the 
student-community benefits more reciprocal and increase cross-cultural 
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involvement and understanding on behalf of all students, international and 
domestic. 
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