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Objective: This study explored the psychological and academic effects of studying
online from the home vis-a-vis host country during the coronavirus disease 2019
(COVID-19) pandemic in the experience of international students at the University of
Warsaw, Poland.

Methods: A total of 357 international students from 62 countries (236 in the host
country and 121 in the home country) completed an online questionnaire survey 2 months
after transition to online learning. We studied students’ levels of loneliness, life and
academic satisfaction, acculturative stress, academic adjustment, performance, loyalty,
and perceptions of the online learning experience.

Results: The country-of-residence variable had no statistically significant effects on
most psychological and academic variables. Significant effects were observed only for
two academic variables. Specifically, students who returned to the home country found
online communication with other students more contributing to their online learning
experience and exhibited higher academic adjustment than students who remained in
the host country. This suggests the positive influence of (peer and familial) support on
online learning experience from the home country. Furthermore, a significant difference in
experiencing acculturative stress occurred for students in quarantine/self-isolation in the
host country, which expands prior literature on the disruptive effects of social distancing
on students’ mental health. Finally, this study confirmed the expected increased levels of
loneliness among self-isolating students in both countries, hence extending prior results
to the home- and host-country contexts. No relationship between self-isolation and
students’ life or academic satisfaction was found, which is explained by the specific
nature of the learning-from-home experience.

Keywords: COVID-19, quarantine, international students (foreign students), online learning, satisfaction, academic
adjustment, acculturative stress, loneliness
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INTRODUCTION

The emergence of the new coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-
19) in December 2019 in Wuhan, China, and a global outbreak
of the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020 have resulted
in an unprecedented lockdown of national economies and
social distancing restrictions, which had far-reaching economic,
political, and social (Bretas and Alon, 2020; Nicola et al., 2020)
but also educational consequences. The nationwide closures
of educational institutions in 143 countries (UNESCO, 2020)
have led to the transition from the conventional to the
online learning mode, which dramatically changed studying and
working patterns (de Haas et al., 2020).

Although studies show positive working-from-home
experiences (e.g., Dubey and Tripathi, 2020), students’
experience is generally described as disrupted and leading
to feelings of insecurity, anxiety, and hopelessness (Hajduk et al.,
2020; Wang and Zhao, 2020). Students express concerns about
economic implications for society, health implications for their
families and society, and their own educational and career plans
(Cohen et al., 2020). Studies present the pandemic as a disruptive
event causing stress that negatively affects students’ learning
performance and psychological well-being. For example, studies
show such adverse effects of lockdowns as increased levels of
students’ social avoidance (Al-Rabiaah et al., 2020), anxiety
(Kaparounaki et al., 2020; Kapasiaa et al., 2020), and a decreased
quality of general life (Kaparounaki et al, 2020). Moreover,
self-isolating college students suffer from physical and mental
health problems (e.g., insomnia, depression) more than those
who do not self-isolate (Tang et al., 2020; Zhao et al., 2020; Zhou
et al., 2020).

In terms of study experience, students are often dissatisfied
with remote learning, as they miss interactions with peers and
teachers (de Haas et al, 2020). They perceive their academic
experience as difficult and worse than before the pandemic due
to the chaotic organization of online learning and a lower quality
of online classes as compared to traditional ones (Wilczewski
et al., 2020). Moreover, a lack of Internet infrastructure in some
underdeveloped locations or unfavorable study conditions in the
household prevents students from full engagement in online
learning (Kapasiaa et al., 2020).

As compared to domestic students, the negative social and
psychological outcomes of the coronavirus outbreak may be
more severe for international students who, even in normal
conditions, are more prone to mental health problems and
do not seek psychological help in the host country (Alharbi
and Smith, 2018; Chen et al., 2020). Relocation to another
country, leaving family and friends in the home country, entails
stress-provoking changes that draw on an individual’s coping
responses and adjustive resources, which is explained by the
stress-and-coping approach to cross-cultural transition (Ward,
2004). Among the stressors that influence students’ adjustment
and cross-cultural transition are not only situational factors, such
as the characteristics of the host country, but also more dynamic
factors like the ongoing coronavirus pandemic. As predicted
by psychologists, the pandemic-related health crisis and host
nationals’ fear of the virus led to international students’ social

exclusion, xenophobic reactions, and an increase in ethnicity
and culture-based discrimination (Cohen et al., 2020), especially
toward those of Asian background (Rzymski and Nowicki,
2020), which are detrimental to students’ mental health, sense
of belonging, and self-esteem (King et al., 2020). In turn, the
feeling of being perceived negatively by host nationals may affect
students’ psychological health and hamper their cross-cultural
transition, which is reflected in cultural adjustment models (e.g.,
Kim, 2001). While the negative effects of acculturative stress (e.g.,
perceived discrimination and communication barrier) decrease
the quality of academic experience, adjustment, and mental
health (Tummala-Narra et al.,, 2012), perceived social support
mitigates those effects (Ward, 2004; Cura and Isik, 2016; Shu
et al.,, 2020).

The disrupted experience in the host country and campus
closures have pushed many international students to travel back
to their home country to seek family support. In the USA only,
over one million international students returned home in spring
2020 (Dennis, 2020). However, some students had to continue
studying in the host country due to closed borders and travel
restrictions (Sahu, 2020), being devoid of family and social
support structures (Chen et al., 2020).

Despite a growing literature on the disruptive social and
emotional outcomes of social distancing and self-isolation
on students’ psychological well-being, little is known about
the impact of the host- and home-country context on the
academic experience of international students. Responding to
the latest calls for exploring the effects of university closures
on students’ experiences (Nicola et al., 2020), we will address
the following research question: Is there a difference between
international students studying from the home country and those
studying from the host country with respect to the psychological
and academic effects of online learning during the COVID-
19 pandemic?

Accordingly, this research aimed to explore the psychological
and academic effects of studying from the home and host country
during the COVID-19 pandemic, based on the experience
of international students in the University of Warsaw (UW),
Poland; UW is the top 1 and largest Polish and Central European
university that switched most teaching activities to online mode
in mid-March 2020. Based on prior research on mental health
issues of international students and the positive role of social
support in their experience in the host country, we assumed
that students who participated in online learning from the home
country should have better access to support structures (e.g.,
family, friends) than their counterparts in the host country.
Therefore, in such a disruptive experience as learning from home
during the pandemic, we hypothesized:

Hypotheses la—c: Students in the home country show overall
(1a) more satisfactory life and (1b) more satisfactory academic
experience, as well as (1c) lower perceived discrimination and
communication stress than students in the host country.

Moreover, based on prior research on the negative impact
of social distancing on students’ mental health, it is tentatively
hypothesized that, regardless of the country of residence,

Hypotheses 2a-d: Students in self-isolation experience (2a)
higher perceived acculturative stress, (2b) higher levels of
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loneliness, (2¢) lower life satisfaction, and (2d) lower academic
satisfaction than students who do not self-isolate.

METHOD

Research Design

To test the above hypotheses and answer the research question,
we conducted a quantitative study that compared the levels of
several psychological and academic factors in two groups of
international students.

Sample

As shown in Table 1, 357 international students participated in
the research, which comprises 6.5% of all international students
at UW. They originated from 62 countries, with the majority
coming from Ukraine (21.8%), Belarus (18.7%), China, Spain
(5.5% each), Italy (5%), Turkey (4.2%), Russia (2.9%), France
(2.4%), and others (under 2%). The number of students who
stayed in the host country was nearly twice the number of
students who returned home. The majority of participants were
female, with gender distribution relatively similar for the host
country (female/male = 2.05/1) and home country (female/male
= 2.45/1). In both locations, most participants were long-term
students, mostly in BA and MA programs. Students in the host
country were slightly older as they had an average age of 23.39
years (SD = 4.99) as compared to students who returned home,
with an average age of 21.88 years (SD = 4.17). This may be
explained by a higher number of MA and Ph.D. students in
the host country. Around 60% of students stayed in quarantine
or self-isolation when completing the survey. The instruction
specified that staying in quarantine/self-isolation referred to
“staying at home, going out only for shopping groceries and
medicine, medical needs, providing care or help to a vulnerable
person, traveling to and from work (where working from home
is not possible).”

Procedure

We collected quantitative data from international students
recruited through an email invitation sent out to the whole
population of international students at UW (5,500 students)
from the university’s Welcome Point UW office. Participation
was voluntary, and no remuneration was provided. We asked
participants to complete an anonymous online questionnaire
concerning their online learning experience at UW during the
coronavirus pandemic. Apart from the English-language version
of the survey, we prepared a Polish version so that international
students from Eastern European countries who had a better
command of Polish than English could also participate in the
study. We back-translated (Brislin, 1970) all scales that have
no validated Polish versions in the literature. Because all UW
foreign students have a command of English (in international
programs) or Polish (in Polish-taught programs) at least at the
B2 level, which is verified in the admission process, their language
proficiency was sufficient for understanding the questionnaire. In
our sample, 126 students (35.3%) chose the Polish version. After
giving written consent, they completed the survey over 10 days

TABLE 1 | Participants’ characteristics (N = 357).

Students in home
country (N = 121)

Students in host
country (Poland)

Background variables

(N = 236)
Gender
* Male 77 (32.6%) 35 (28.94%)
* Female 158 (66.9%) 86 (71.1%)
e Other 1(0.4%) 0
Type of student
e Long-term 132 (55.9%) 84 (69.4%)
e Short-term (e.g., Erasmus) 104 (44.1%) 37 (33.3%)
Program?
* BA 133 (55.6%) 87 (71.9%)
° MA 85 (36.0%) 29 (24.0%)
e Doctoral 16 (6.8%) 3 (2.5%)
e Other 6 (2.5%) 3(2.5%)
Staying in quarantine/self-isolation
® Yes 145 (61.4%) 72 (59.5%)
* No 91 (38.6%) 49 (40.5%)

aPercentage totals for the program are higher than 100% as some students attended
different programs at the same time.

at the turn of May and June 2020 during the lockdown period in
Poland. It took them ~15 min.

Measures

Social and Emotional Loneliness

Students completed the 11-item De Jong Gierveld Loneliness
Scale (DJGLS) (de Jong-Gierveld and van Tilburg, 1999) or its
Polish adaptation by Grygiel et al. (2013). The scale measures
social loneliness with five items (e.g., “I can call on my friends
whenever I need them;” o = 0.75/0.82 for English/Polish version)
and emotional loneliness with six items (e.g., “I miss the pleasure
of the company of others;” o = 0.79/0.83 for English/Polish
version), rated on a 5-point scale (1 = absolutely yes, 5 =
absolutely no).

Life and Academic Satisfaction

Students rated their satisfaction with general life and academic
satisfaction using a 7-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 =
strongly agree). They completed the 5-item Satisfaction with Life
Scale (SWLS) (Diener et al., 1985) or its Polish adaptation by
Jankowski (2015). Life satisfaction measures the perception of
the general well-being (e.g., “In most ways my life is close to
my ideal;” o = 0.79/0.83 for English/Polish version). Academic
satisfaction was measured with six items capturing satisfaction
with (1) general academic experience, (2) studying in the
university during the pandemic, (3) studying conditions, (4)
online learning in the university, (5) self-perceived scholarly
development, and (6) achievement in online learning. Those
components constituted a one-factor scale (« = 0.83/0.82 for
English/Polish version).

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

April 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 644096


https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
https://www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles

Wilczewski et al.

Studying During the Covid-19 Pandemic

Acculturative Stress

Students completed two subscales of the Acculturative Stress
Scale (Bashir and Khalid, 2020), rating items on a 5-point scale
(1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). The first subscale
measures discrimination stress (i.e., a feeling of unfair treatment)
on the grounds of one’s international student status, ethnicity,
and gender (three items, e.g., “I feel that because I'm a foreign
student I'm denied the privileges enjoyed by the local students
here;” o = 0.68/0.72 for English/Polish version). The second
subscale measures communication stress (three items, e.g., “I feel
difficulty communicating with local people due to the language
barrier;” o = 0.75/0.72 for English/Polish version).

Online Learning Experience, Academic Adjustment,
Performance, and Loyalty

All academic variables were measured using a 7-point scale (1
= strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree). The online learning
experience was captured with a self-developed 12-item scale
measuring four aspects (3 items per scale) of online learning:
(1) interactions with students (e.g., “Communication with other
students has had a positive effect on my online learning
experience;” o = 0.75/0.72 for English/Polish version); (2)
interactions with teachers (e.g., “I find my teachers supportive in
my online learning;” o = 0.78/0.80 for English/Polish version);
(3) technical capacity (e.g., “I have enough technical ability to
participate in online classes;” o« = 0.76/0.66 for English/Polish
version); and (4) organization of online learning (e.g., “My
university organizes online learning well;” o = 0.81/0.75 for
English/Polish version).

Academic adjustment (i.e., the degree to which a student fits
in the academic context and how comfortable they feel in that
context) was measured with five items expressing adjustment
to (1) teaching methods, (2) student assessment methods, (3)
teachers” expectations toward students, (4) studying conditions,
and (5) online learning. The scale yielded a one-factor structure
(o = 0.83 for both English and Polish version).

Academic performance and student loyalty were measured
with one item per variable, respectively, “My academic
performance is better in online learning than before the COVID-
19 pandemic” and “I would not recommend online learning
experience in this university to other students” (reverse coded),
similarly to prior studies (e.g., van Rooij et al., 2018).

Control Variables

We included age and personality traits as control variables
(see Table 2) to check potential differences between students
in the host and home country. Students completed the Ten-
Item Personality Inventory (TIPI) (Gosling et al., 2003),
which measures the Big Five dimensions; a Polish version
developed by Sorokowska et al. (2014) was used. Students
rated, on a 7-point scale (1 = disagree strongly, 7 = agree
strongly), the extent to which five pairs of traits applied
to them (e.g., “I see myself as extraverted, enthusiastic”).
The traits involved (Cronbachs alpha for English/Polish
version): extraversion (0.68/0.70), agreeableness (0.40/0.50),
conscientiousness (0.50/0.76), emotional stability (0.73/0.65),
and openness to experiences (0.45/0.47).

TABLE 2 | Age and personality differences between students staying in the host
(N = 236) vs. home (N = 121) country.

Control variables Country M SD t(356)

Age Host 23.39 4.99 2.87
Home 21.88 417

Personality traits

e Extraversion Host 4.66 1.46 -0.70
Home 4.78 1.54

* Agreeableness Host 5.10 1.23 0.75
Home 5.00 1.23

e Conscientiousness Host 5.27 1.44 -0.57
Home 5.36 1.42

e Emotional stability Host 4.47 1.56 1.24
Home 4.25 1.62

e Openness to experiences Host 517 1.20 —0.31
Home 5.21 1.04

“p< 0.07.

Data Analysis

We performed descriptive statistics, ¢-test, and 1-ANCOVA to
compare groups of students, applying age and personality traits as
covariates (control variables). The sample allowed us to identify
differences between the measured variables (see Table 3) between
students in the host vs. home country with the effect size of at
least Cohen’s d = 0.30 and probability of 1 - § = 0.90 for two-
tailed tests and 1 — p = 0.80 for one-tailed tests with significance
ata = 0.05.

RESULTS

First, we checked if students’ decision making concerning turning
back to the home country was related to their age or personality
profile (see Table 2). The analysis showed statistically significant
differences in age [t(356) = 2.87, p < 0.01] in that older students
tended to stay in the host country. No significant differences
between students in the host and home country were found for
any personality trait within the Big Five model.

As shown in Table 3, statistically significant differences
between students staying in the host and home country during
the pandemic were found in their online communication with
other students [F(1, 349) = 5.57, p < 0.05; Cohen’s d = 0.26].
Students in the home country found online communication
with other students more important in their online learning
experience than those in the host country. Moreover, students
in their home country showed higher academic adjustment
than those in the host country [F(1,364) = 4.01, p < 0.05;
Cohen’s d = 0.20].

No country-related differences were found for experiencing
acculturative stress, neither discrimination [F(1, 349) = 2.39, p
= n.s.] nor communication stress [F(1, 349) = 0.36, p = n.s.].
However, students who stayed in self-isolation exhibited higher
discrimination stress than their counterparts who did not self-
isolate, both in the host country [F(1, 228) = 9.14, p < 0.01;
Cohen’s d = 0.39] and home country [F(1, 113) = 4.49, p < 0.01,
Cohen’s d = 0.38].
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TABLE 3 | The effects of staying in the host (N = 236) vs. home (N = 121) country and staying vs. not staying in quarantine/self-isolation on international students’

well-being and academic experience?.

Variable Staying in quarantine/self-isolation
Staying in host country® Students in host country® Students in home country
M SD F, 349 M SD F1, 228) M SD F, 113

Social loneliness Yes 2.57 0.85 2.21 2.66 0.84 3.13# 2.52 0.88 2.47
No 2.42 0.87 2.43 0.87 2.28 0.83

Emotional loneliness Yes 3.06 0.88 1.85 3.16 0.83 3.16% 3.04 0.91 3.37%
No 2.94 0.91 2.90 0.94 2.78 0.89

Life satisfaction Yes 4.50 1.138 0.00 4.41 1.14 1.77 4.47 1.27 0.10
No 4.49 1.30 4.64 1.1 4.51 1.37

Academic satisfaction Yes 4.45 1.22 0.44 4.46 1.22 0.00 4.46 1.17 0.21
No 4.49 1.21 4.44 1.22 4.53 1.28

Discrimination stress Yes 2.06 0.78 2.39 2.19 0.79 9.14% 2.05 0.74 4.49"
No 1.94 0.73 1.86 0.74 1.78 0.68

Communication stress Yes 2.99 1.13 0.36 3.09 1.09 1.74 2.88 1.08 2.38
No 3.01 1.07 2.83 1.18 3.21 1.04

Interactions with students Yes 3.88 1.43 5.67* 3.88 1.43 0.04 4.33 1.37 0.26
No 4.26 1.49 3.87 1.42 417 1.67

Interactions with teachers Yes 4.49 1.39 0.30 4.49 1.45 0.04 4.50 1.68 0.00
No 4.50 1.62 4.49 1.31 4.50 1.62

Student’s technical capacity Yes 5.79 1.20 1.09 5.77 1.31 0.00 5.61 1.14 0.09
No 5.64 1.10 5.83 1.02 5.68 1.06

Organization of learning Yes 4.46 1.35 1.81 4.48 1.35 0.14 4.56 1.33 0.34
No 4.61 1.34 4.42 1.35 4.69 1.36

Academic adjustment Yes 4.95 1.20 4.01* 4.94 1.18 0.02 5.09 1.09 0.96
No 517 1.00 4.96 1.28 5.28 0.85

Academic performance Yes 3.09 1.66 017 3.14 1.68 0.22 3.10 1.67 0.48
No 3.19 1.68 3.02 1.63 3.33 1.70

Student loyalty Yes 4.45 1.87 0.48 4.44 1.94 0.05 4.15 1.70 0.54
No 4.24 1.91 4.46 1.77 4.37 2.21

aCovariates: age and personality traits.
*p< 0.05 for two-tailed tests.
#p < 0.05, ##p < 0.01 for one-tailed tests.

bComparisons between students staying in the host (Yes) and home (No) country during the pandemic.
¢Comparisons between students staying (Yes) and not staying (No) in quarantine/self-isolation in the host country during the pandemic.
9Comparisons between students staying (Yes) and not staying (No) in quarantine/self-isolation in the home country during the pandemic.

Finally, students in self-isolation in the host country showed
higher social [F(1, 228) = 3.13, p < 0.05; Cohen’s d = 0.27] and
emotional loneliness [F(1, 228) = 3.16, p < 0.05; Cohen’s d =
0.29] than their counterparts who did not self-isolate. The same
direction of difference was found for students in quarantine/self-
isolation in their home country for emotional loneliness [F(1,
113) = 3.37, p < 0.05; Cohen’s d = 0.29].

No statistically significant differences were found for
experiencing life and academic satisfaction for students in
self-isolation and those who did not self-isolate (see Table 3).

DISCUSSION

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has caused an
unprecedented health crisis that disrupted education institutions
globally by pushing online activities to the online mode. Campus

closures and social distancing measures introduced to stop
the spread of the virus deprived students of the socializing
aspect, negatively impacting their mental health. The pandemic
experience was particularly challenging for international students
who were devoid of adequate social support (family, friends) their
domestic peers had. Furthermore, international students often
struggled with immigration issues (Chirikov and Soria, 2020) and
visa extension issues due to traveling restrictions (Hope, 2020;
Wilczewski et al., 2020). In turn, those who managed to turn
back to their home country could not fully enjoy the studying
conditions agreed on in the pre-pandemic contract.

This research explored the psychological and academic effects
of studying from the home and host country during the COVID-
19 pandemic, using online survey data from international
students in UW, Poland. By developing our understanding of
international students’ life and academic experience, we make
several contributions to the psychological and international
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higher education literature. First, results showed that the
country-of-residence variable was not significantly correlated
with psychological variables (Hypothesis la rejected) but only
with two aspects of academic experience (Hypothesis 1b partly
supported). Specifically, students in their home country found
communication with peers more contributing to their online
learning experience and showed higher adjustment. This result
is in line with cultural adjustment frameworks (Black et al., 1991;
Kim, 2001; Ward, 2004) that view communication competence
(with an individual’s affective, cognitive, and behavioral skills)
and communication interactions as critical determinants of
adjustment. Moreover, they link adjustment with (familial,
peer) support structures, which is supported by academic
adjustment research (e.g., Shu et al.,, 2020). The result implies
that universities should pay careful attention to fostering peer
communication in online learning (e.g., by promoting group
work and collaborative learning) and developing social support
structures (e.g., by fostering online discussion groups allowing
students to share experiences with peers, or online social activities
attenuating the sense of loneliness), as these enhance academic
adjustment. Moreover, because students in the home country
show higher levels of academic adjustment than students in the
host country, universities should develop compensatory support
services for the latter based on their unique nationalities and
cultures (Chirikov and Soria, 2020), which could enhance their
adjustment to online learning.

We found no support for the hypothesized country-specific
differences in the experience of acculturative stress (Hypothesis
Ic rejected). The lack of country-specific differences in the
perceived discrimination and communication stress may result
from the nature of the learning-from-home experience itself.
This experience considerably limits social interactions with other
students and locals, thereby limiting occasions for comparing
international students’ experience to other students’ experience.

However, a difference in experiencing discrimination stress
occurs for students in self-isolation in the host and home country;
no such difference was found for communication stress, which
may be explained by social distancing and limited opportunities
for communication with locals in the host country (Hypothesis
2a partly supported). A higher level of perceived discrimination
resonates with prior research on the negative effect of social
distancing on students’ mental health (Fu et al, 2020; Tang
et al., 2020; Zhao et al., 2020). It may suggest that the disruptive
experience of social isolation may arouse the feeling of receiving
lower-quality service as compared to other students, which may
be caused by the fundamental attribution error (Ross, 1977).
Self-isolation is a stressor that causes boredom and increased
emotional distress and dissatisfaction (Presti et al., 2020; Yan
et al, 2021). Moreover, besides learning from home, self-
isolation potentially exposes students to smartphone/Internet
overuse that has been linked with depressiveness (Duan et al.,
2020). Accordingly, self-isolating students may attribute their
dissatisfaction with the disrupted experience to the university.
Thus, to minimize the negative implications of self-isolation for
international students, universities should pay careful attention
to more effective and culture-sensitive communication of
pandemic-related messages and support structures available at

the university. For example, email messages informing students
on the organization of online learning, virtual events, and
other services (e.g., extracurricular courses, psychological help)
could be sent out to all students in both the host language
and English, so that international students are aware of their
fair treatment as compared to domestic students. Moreover, to
enhance students’ coping responses to the pandemic, students
in quarantine or self-isolation should be provided with special
psychological support and therapy through digital technology
(Xiang et al., 2020), especially given the fact that international
students highly appreciate psychological help received from
the university and expect an increased number of therapeutic
sessions (Wilczewski et al,, 2020). Notably, training students
on stress management could also contribute to their coping
with emotional distress (Yan et al., 2021) and satisfaction with
university services.

Finally, the expected increased levels of social and emotional
loneliness among self-isolating students in both countries
were essentially confirmed in this study, with the difference
in experiencing social loneliness in the home country being
close to reaching statistical significance (Hypothesis 2b partly
supported). Our results resonate with the results of prior
research on domestic students’ mental health and loneliness
(Elmer et al.,, 2020) and extend their validity to international
students studying in the host and home country. However, no
statistically significant relation of self-isolation with a student’s
life or academic satisfaction was found (Hypotheses 2c and 2d
rejected, respectively), which may again be explained by the
specific nature of the academic experience of both groups of
students that participated in learning from home no matter if in
self-isolation or not.

This study is not without limitations that, nevertheless,
warrant avenues for future research. First, the cross-sectional
nature of this study prevented us from determining how
long the benefits/challenges related to participation in online
learning from the home or host country would last. Although
longitudinal research could resolve this important question,
we are aware that researchers have limited opportunities to
reach out to students with similar research instruments during
the COVID-19 pandemic when students are systematically
invited by the university to participate in online surveys to
monitor how they perform in online learning. To overcome
this limitation, universities could develop research policies
promoting collaboration between researchers and the transfer
of knowledge across research projects drawing on data
collected from students. Second, due to the limited space
in the questionnaire survey, this research did not measure
other psychological factors that could explain country-specific
differences in students’ mental health. As the most recent
research has found the critical role of coping styles and the
dark triad in coping during the pandemic (e.g., Nowak et al.,
2020; Zajenkowski et al., 2020; Triberti et al., 2021; Yan
et al., 2021), those should be considered as control variables
in future research on the international student experience
in the host vs. home country. Third, although we captured
student online learning experience, we did not measure students’
support structures (e.g., perceptions of contacts with family,
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peers, or social networking). Involving those variables could
explain the observed differences in the perceived role of
online communication and acculturative stress in a more
comprehensive way. Finally, future qualitative studies could
better contextualize research into students’ learning experiences
from the host and home country, thereby exposing country-
specific factors (e.g., different social distancing patterns)
determining students’ life and academic experiences.
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