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Abstract
The sudden transition from in-person to online learning, due to COVID-19, has brought about
many changes, and has required students, faculty, and staff, alike, to make adjustments to their
expectations, interactions, and processes. Currently, the primary focus of education is often on
content delivery. While important, educators and support staff must also recognize that their role
goes beyond teaching content, and must take into consideration who their students are.
International students are faced with different challenges and realities than their domestic
counterparts. As such, it is important to be aware of, and address, the specific transitional needs
of international students, as they commence online learning. This paper will use data collected
from the international student body at Brock University to propose adjustments to current
institutional practices, with the focus of incorporating the human element, when responding to
international student needs in the online environment.
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Introduction
The sudden transition from in-person to online learning, due to COVID-19, has brought
about many changes, and has required students, faculty, and staff, alike, to make adjustments to
their expectations, interactions, and processes. Currently, the primary focus of education is often
on content delivery. While important, educators and support staff must recognize that their role
goes beyond teaching, or providing information, and must take into consideration who their
students are.
International students are faced with different challenges and realities than their domestic
counterparts. As such, it is important to be aware of, and address, the specific transitional needs of
international students, as they commence online learning. With the shift to online education, it
became easier for those in student-facing positions to turn students away, or dismiss them, because
it is either not their expertise, or because they do not know how to help. This issue, when combined
with the transitional challenges of inaccessibility to reliable Internet services, time zone
differences, feeling isolated/lacking a sense of community, and/or having gaps in technological
and language literacy demonstrates the importance of the ‘human element.’
This paper focuses on the importance of the human element, as it relates to the studentidentified need for faculty and staff positions to extend their support and services to go beyond
simply forwarding an email, but rather to be someone students can go to for help, or to get advice
on where to receive additional support. After adapting the services provided by Brock’s
international-support staff, an overwhelming response, in terms of student satisfaction, was met.
This paper will discuss the impacts on student satisfaction and feelings of support, based on
adjustments made to current institutional practices, with the focus of incorporating the human
element, when responding to international student needs, when transitioning to the online learning
environment.
Literature Review
Virtual learning is not a new concept; for several years, educational institutions have
taken advantage of the virtual world as a means to educate students, allowing the new medium to
grow exponentially (Karkar-Esperat, 2018; Novikov, 2020). Though the mindset for postsecondary education has often focused on the traditional, in person format, online learning also
has a beneficial place in education, and can bring about positive results in both pedagogical
design and learning outcomes (De Paepe et al., 2018; Fawns et al., 2019; Kuama & Intharaksa,
2016; Pulker & Vialleton, 2015).
For international students, the online environment can also broaden their opportunities
and be a way for non-traditional students to have access to an education (Hew, 2015; Phirangee
& Malec, 2017). However, certain unique challenges for international populations have
continuously surfaced, with regard to the transition to online learning from traditional in-person
formats; examples of these include time zone differences, feelings of isolation, a lack of a sense
of community, internet availability, and technological and linguistic literacy (De Paepe et al.,
2018; Karkar-Esperat, 2018; Humphrey & Wiles, 2020; Liu et al., 2010; Phirangee & Malec,
2017). Though such barriers are not new, nor surprising, the sudden, universal-wide shift to
online learning environments, due to COVID-19, has had the potential to considerably heighten
their negative impact on the overall international student experience in higher education. Given

the ongoing persistency of such online learning challenges, it is important for both faculty and
student-facing staff positions to become aware of them, and to take action in combatting their
negative effects, especially if those positions typically worked with international students in
traditional, in-person formats in the past.
Methods
Defining the ‘Human Element’
For the purpose of this paper, the term ‘human element’ is defined as follows: being
someone students can go to for help, or someone who can give them advice on where to go,
rather than simply forwarding an email.
The Questionnaire
The questionnaire for this study was created by Brock’s international staff. The
questionnaire was administered online via email and was self-administered by the participants.
This questionnaire was designed to measure the degree of impact the human element had on
international student’s transitioning to online learning. All questions were designed to be close
ended in nature. See Appendix A for a complete list of the questionnaire items.
It is also important to note that when reporting and analyzing the results, for questions
where N/A was applicable and selected by a student, the submission was omitted from the total.
N/A was to be selected if a student did not use that particular service.
The Participants
Participants in this study included 77 Brock University international students. Invitations
to participate in the questionnaire were offered to those who utilized at least one service from
Brock International Services within the last year. All students were invited to complete the
questionnaire via email. The email clearly communicated that the completion of the
questionnaire was voluntary and that responses would be anonymous. It also conveyed the
purpose of the questionnaire and allowed the students to follow-up with any questions they may
have.
Results
This survey sought to identify whether students felt the human element was a necessary
aspect of online learning, and to identify the extent to which adaptations to the services at Brock
International were able to integrate the human element and combat transitional challenges. A
total of 77 (6%) international students from Brock University completed the survey; 1,223
international students were invited to participate, and the email open rate was 55%.
Identifying the Importance of the Human Element
The initial question of the questionnaire identified that for the overwhelming majority of
Brock’s international students (88%), having a real person to interact with was still important

when studying online (see Table 1 in Appendix B). Interestingly, when students were asked if,
with online learning, people (i.e. faculty and staff) were more likely to forward their emails to
others and/or were left with unanswered questions, the results were almost a perfect split, with
48% of students responding yes, and 52% of students responding no (see Table 2 in Appendix
B). Naturally, a follow-up question was designed to determine whether trends, subject to the
campus as a whole, were true, when looking at the support and services provided by Brock
International, when considered in isolation. Ninety-two percent of respondents identified that
Brock International Services addressed this issue (see Table 3 in Appendix B). After further
analysis, it was found that all students, who have previously responded that they felt that with
online learning that their emails were more likely to be forwarded and/or left unanswered,
indicated that Brock International addressed this issue. When asked to identify what barriers
were present when communicating with staff from Brock International Services, the largest
response (39%) from students was none, and the second largest, at 34%, was longer responses to
emails (see Figure 1 in Appendix B).
Identifying Sources of Adjusted Support in Combating Transitional Challenges
The next portion of the questionnaire identified the degree to which the different support
services combated a specific transitional challenge. In terms of time zone challenges, across each
of the different services provided, at least 50% of the students responded with ratings of 4 and 5,
with the combined range being 59-65%, depending on the specific service type (see Figure 2 in
Appendix B). Notably, in comparison the proportion of students who felt that these adjustments
were unhelpful and very unhelpful (with ratings of 2 and 1 respectively) was far lower with the
combined range being 8-25%, depending on the service (see Figure 2 in Appendix B).
In terms of challenges associated with feeling isolated and lacking a sense of community,
across each of the different services provided, at least 60% of the students responded with ratings
4 and 5, with range spanning 60-66%, depending on the specific service type (see Figure 3 in
Appendix B). Again, when comparing the proportion of students who rated the services in a
positive manner (with a rating of 4 or 5), versus those who rated the services in a negative
manner (with a rating of 1 or 2), a much smaller proportion of students felt that the issues of
isolation and lack of community still persisted. The degree to which specific kinds of interactions
helped to create a greater sense of community online was also measured. For all interactions, at
least 64% of students felt these adjustments were either helpful (rating 4), or very helpful (rating
5) (see Table 4 in Appendix B).
Finally, 58% of students felt that the amount of information provided before they began
their studies was overwhelming, and when asked if they felt that spreading the delivery of this
information over a week would help reduce feeling overwhelmed, 79% responded, “yes” (see
Tables 5 and 6 in Appendix B).
Discussion
Identifying the Importance of the Human Element
Online learning has the potential to increase learning opportunities for students, and
provide many with an education that is not limited to one location (De Paepe et al., 2018).
However, it can also inadvertently cause feelings of exclusion and isolation (Phirangee & Malec,

2017), especially if students are not engaging in face-to-face interactions. In addition, many
students identified, in our questionnaire, that with online learning, people were more likely to
forward their emails to others, inadvertently reducing the interactions they had and perpetuating
the negative end result of being stuck in a loop with unanswered questions. In order to encourage
virtual connections, avoid misdirection, and reduce feelings of isolation, our office strived to
adjust our services and email response process. The overwhelmingly positive responses in our
questionnaire to these changes demonstrated that even with small adjustments, such changes
make a huge difference from a student perspective. In being mindful of the challenges that
students faced, our questionnaire revealed not only that students valued having the human
element virtually, but also that our services were positive and led to an increased sense of
community, while studying online.
Identifying Sources of Adjusted Support in Combating Transitional Challenges
In any learning environment, it is important to recognize the challenges that students face
in order to then address them. When transitioning to online education, international populations
face additional barriers that can drastically and negatively affect their overall learning experience
(De Paepe et al., 2018; Karkar-Esperat, 2018; Humphrey & Wiles, 2020; Liu et al., 2010;
Phirangee & Malec, 2017). From questionnaire results, we can confirm certain challenges, such
as time zone differences, and yet, by being mindful and adjusting the services we offered,
students expressed gratitude and valued the changes that were made to combat such challenges.
For example, as a response to online learning, we offered academic skills’ workshops at various
times throughout the day (ex. morning, afternoon, evening). This small shift of practice led to
65% students rating our workshops as helpful, or very helpful, in combatting their time zone
challenges. From offering an abundance of resources asynchronously, to providing more
flexibility in the times we could meet virtually, our international students felt that our services
helped reduce many of the time zone and lack-of-community challenges they experienced.
Ultimately, the adjustments helped students, and led to them feeling less isolated, while they
transitioned and stayed in the online learning environment.
Conclusion
Regardless of the virtual learning format, it is important to remember that educators and
support staff are not simply teaching and providing content; they are guiding people who still
value human connections and need a human on the other side to support them. The human
element can help combat some of the main challenges that international students face in an
online environment, including a lack of a sense of community and the feeling that they have been
pushed aside or misdirected. It is clear that, while a person only has so much capacity to be
supportive, something must be done. Even if changes are small, they can make a huge difference
in the eyes of a student. Some examples can include: adjusting email response processes,
modifying scheduling to account for various time zones, ensuring resources are accessible
asynchronously, and including opportunities for engagement and student contributions. The key
is that with online transitions and student learning environmental changes, student services must
change too, even if only by a small amount. It is imperative that universities consider the
transition needs of international students, in order to best serve them and provide them with a
wholesome and supportive learning experience.
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APPENDIX A
International Student Experience Research Questionnaire
1. One aspect of online learning is that we do not see people as much as in person. Do you feel
that having a real person to interact with is still important in online learning?
• Yes
• No
2. Do you feel that with online learning, people are more likely to forward your emails to others
and you are left with unanswered questions?
• Yes
• No
3. Do you feel that Brock International Services has addressed this issue and is more likely to
direct you to the correct contact/information?
• Yes
• No
4. Because we have transitioned to online, more barriers were created to get answers. Did you
experience any of the following barriers when communicating with Brock International
Services? Select all that apply.
• Yes
• No
5. By using a scale of 1-5, please identify how helpful each of the following services was in
combating time zone challenges you experienced; "1" means "very unhelpful" and "5" means
"very helpful.” Please select ‘N/A’ if you did not use the service.
N/A

1

2

3

4

5

ACAD/LANG
SUPPORT Sakai site
Workshops
1-on-1 Meetings
Drop-In Sessions
Academic Coach
Study Partner
Program
6. By using a scale of 1-5, please rate how helpful each of the following services is in creating a
sense of community and providing you with an opportunity to connect with others; "1" means
"very unhelpful" and "5" means "very helpful.” Please select ‘N/A’ if you did not use the
service.

N/A

1

2

3

4

5

Academic/Language
Workshops
Online
Orientation/Webinars
Study Partner Program
Conversation Partner
Program
Teams Community
Global Peers Program
Virtual Events (ex.
CultureFest, Off the
Clock, etc.)
7. By using a scale of 1-5, please rate how much you feel the following kinds of interactions
during workshops and 1-on-1 meetings (with Jen or Kelsey) are beneficial to creating a sense of
community and connecting with others virtually; "1" means "very unhelpful" and "5" means
"very helpful.” Please select ‘N/A’ if you did not use the service.
N/A

1

2

3

4

5

Asked “check in”
questions (ex. how is
everyone doing? How
are classes going?
Etc.)
Asked ice breaker
questions (ex. what’s
your favourite…, what
did you have for…)
Asked to reflect on
your experiences and
goals
Given the opportunity
to ask questions at any
time
Provided with time to
practice speaking and
communicating with
peers
8. Did you find the amount of the information provided to you before you began your study at
Brock overwhelming?
• Yes
• No

9. If the information at International Orientation were delivered gradually throughout an entire
week, would this help reduce feeling overwhelmed?
• Yes
• No

APPENDIX B
Table 1: Student response on whether they felt having a real person to interact with is still
important in online learning
Student Response
Number of Students
Percent
Yes
68
88%
No
9
12%
Table 2: Student response on whether they felt that with online learning, people are more likely
to forward their emails to others and they are left with unanswered questions
Student Response
Number of Students
Percent
Yes
37
48%
No
40
52%
Table 3: Student response on whether Brock International Services has addressed the issue of
forwarding emails/is more likely to direct you to the correct contact/information
Student Response
Number of Students
Percent
Yes
34
92%
No
3
8%

No Barriers
18%

2%

39%
7%

Longer Response Times to
Emails
Unsuccessful Phone Call
Responses
Incorrect Email Referrals

34%

Lack of Availability

Figure 1: Student response regarding barriers faced when communicating with Brock
International Services
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Figure 2: Student response regarding the degree to which the different support services
combated time zone challenges; rating "1" means "very unhelpful" and "5" means "very helpful.”
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Figure 3: Student response regarding the degree to which the different support services
combated feeling isolated and lacking a sense of community; rating "1" means "very unhelpful"
and "5" means "very helpful.”

Table 4: Student response regarding the degree to which specific kinds of interactions helped to
create a greater sense of community online; rating "1" means "very unhelpful" and "5" means
"very helpful.”
Rating 1
Rating 2
Rating 3
Rating 4
Rating 5

Check-In
Questions

Ice Breaker
Questions

Reflection
Opportunity

Opportunity to
Ask Questions

Opportunity
to Practice

4%
2%
30%
28%
36%

0%
7%
28%
28%
37%

2%
7%
21%
40%
30%

4%
4%
16%
29%
47%

5%
10%
19%
21%
45%

Table 5: Did you find the amount of the information provided to you before you began your
study at Brock overwhelming?
Student Response
Number of Students
Percent
Yes
45
58%
No
32
42%
Table 6: If the information at International Orientation were delivered gradually throughout an
entire week, would this help reduce feeling overwhelmed?
Student Response
Number of Students
Percent
Yes
61
79%
No
16
21%
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Overview
• International Students’ Unique Transition Challenges
(De Paepe et al., 2018; Karkar-Esperat, 2018; Humphrey & Wiles, 2020; Liu et al., 2010; Phirangee & Malec,
2017)

• The “Human Element” to Online Learning
(Fawns et al., 2019; Karkar-Esperat, 2018; Phirangee & Malec, 2017)

Unique Transition Challenges
“Students…faced many challenges, including but not
limited to variable access to the required
technology, frustration with modes of learning they
had not intentionally chosen, and navigating a host
of unexpected compounding personal and family
issues…”(Humphrey & Wiles, 2020, pp. 3450-3451)

Unique Transition Challenges
Access to reliable
internet

Time zone
differences

Feeling of
isolation/lack of
sense of
community

Technological &
linguistic literacy

Our Services – Then and Now
Pre-COVID

COVID

Workshops

In person on-campus; limited
capacity; resources only available
if you came

Online (MS Teams); expanded
capacity; resources available virtually

Sakai Site
(lMS System)

Very limited; more videos and
links to websites; only added if
they attended a workshop or
event

All students added at beginning of
semesters; expanded resources; all
resources available (tip sheets,
workshop PDFs, etc.)

Our Services – Newly Developed

Study Partners
Program

Connects students in the same courses; increased
engagement opportunities

Academic Coach
Program

Individualized, regular support via email/virtual
meetings

The “Human Element”
"It’s important to remember that teaching goes beyond teaching the
content; you are also teaching people – people who come from
different countries, who are living different lives, and who do not all
begin their studies with the same expectations and prior knowledge.
We, as educators, need to be the human element in all the content,
despite our current digital medium"

Student Results – The need for a human element
Q: Do you feel that having a real person to interact with is still important in
online learning?
Yes

No

12%

88%

Student Results – The need for a human element
Q: Do you feel that with online learning, people are more likely to forward your emails to
others and you are left with unanswered questions?
48% answered YES

In general, students want the face to face interaction, but feel that with online
learning, they get pushed aside more often than not when it comes to emails

Q: Do you feel that Brock International Services has addressed this issue and is more likely to
direct you to the correct contact/information?
In fact, all students who said 92%
that they
felt theyYes
were pushed aside now that we
answered
are in online learning indicated that we did not do that and that we addressed
this issue!

Student Results – Time Zones
50%
45%
40%

Percentage of Students

Q: By using a scale of 1-5,
please identify how helpful
each of the following services
was in combating time zone
challenges you experienced;
"1" means "very unhelpful"
and "5" means "very helpful.”

35%
30%
25%
20%
15%
10%
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0%
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Workshops

1-on-1 Meetings

Drop-In Sessions

Academic Coach

Service Type
Rating 1

Rating 2
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Rating 5

Study Partner
Program

Student Results – Sense of Community
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Q: By using a scale of 1-5, please
rate how helpful each of the
following services is in creating a
sense of community and
providing you with an
opportunity to connect with
others; "1" means "very
unhelpful" and "5" means "very
helpful.”

60%

Student Results – Sense of Community
Q: By using a scale of 1-5, please rate how much you feel the following kinds of interactions during
workshops and 1-on-1 meetings (with Jen or Kelsey) are beneficial to creating a sense of community
and connecting with others virtually; "1" means "very unhelpful" and "5" means "very helpful.” Please
select ‘N/A’ if you did not use the service.

Rating 1
Rating 2
Rating 3
Rating 4
Rating 5

Check-In
Questions
4%
2%
30%
28%
36%

Ice Breaker
Questions
0%
7%
28%
28%
37%

Reflection
Opportunity
2%
7%
21%
40%
30%

Opportunity to
Ask Questions
4%
4%
16%
29%
47%

Opportunity
to Practice
5%
10%
19%
21%
45%

Additional Student Insights
• Importance of spreading out information they receive
• Longer response

≠ no response

– Strive to respond within 24 hours
– Confirm email was received
– Provide initial resources while waiting for our reply

What can be done?
1. Adjust email response process
2. Including opportunities for engagement and student
contributions
3. Ensure that resources are accessible asynchronously
4. Adjust scheduling to account for various time zones

Going forward
• The value of the human element
• We can’t do nothing, but we also can’t do everything

Contact Info

•
•
•
•

Kelsey Labbé, BA, MST, MA
Jenifer O’Brien, BSc, BEd, MBA
intlsupport@brocku.ca
Brock International Centre, GLN_B 210
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