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Article

The Others: Equitable Access, 
International Students, and 
the Community College

Tiffany Viggiano1, Ariadna I. López Damián1,  
Evelyn Morales Vázquez1, and John S. Levin1

Abstract
This qualitative investigation explains the ways in which community college decision 
makers justify the inclusion of international students at three community colleges 
in the United States. We identify and explain the ways in which decision makers 
rationalize institutional policy—particularly recruitment strategies and motivations—
related to international students, and discuss whether these policies could be 
considered ethical in a globalized context. Importantly, we conclude that community 
college decision makers first crafted a class of privileged international students and 
then justified price discrimination on the basis of said privilege. This vicious circle, we 
call the international access paradox, prevented decision makers from recognizing or 
responding to the needs of low socioeconomic status (SES) international students 
and international students from disadvantaged countries.

Keywords
community college, international students, internationalization of higher education, 
strategic institutional management of internationalization, justice

Traditionally, community colleges in the United States are nonselective, relatively inex-
pensive postsecondary educational institutions, with a comprehensive undergraduate 
curriculum, a mission of open access, and a focus on underserved local populations 
(Meier, 2013). However, in the contemporary globalized world, U.S. community col-
leges have searched for ways to move beyond their communities via internationaliza-
tion (Center for International and Global Engagement [CIGE], 2012). The overall 
number of international students in community colleges grew 19.72% from 1999/2000 
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to 2013/2014 (Institute of International Education [IIE], 2014). As many as 40% of the 
approximately 1,000 community colleges in the United States have specific interna-
tionalization plans, including internationalizing the curriculum and the recruitment of 
international students (CIGE, 2012).

Practitioners and scholars note three salient reasons for international student 
recruitment at the community college (CC). First, exposure to international stu-
dents provides benefits to domestic students (Brennan & Dellow, 2013; Manns, 
2014). These benefits range from improved cognitive development (Mamiseishvili, 
2012) to increased persistence rates (Brennan & Dellow, 2013). Second, CCs have 
begun to include or rationalize international students as a part of their open access 
mission: Their low tuition rate makes them the ideal institution to serve the growing 
middle class of developing nations (Raby & Valeau, 2007; Treat & Hagedorn, 
2013). Third, and most often cited, international student enrollment is a source of 
revenue (Hagedorn & Zhang, 2013).

Although the rationales for recruitment of international students are not necessarily 
mutually exclusive, at times they may come into conflict with one another. For exam-
ple, if CCs pursue only international students who can pay full price, generating rev-
enue for the college, they do not extend access to international students from less 
affluent backgrounds (Adnett, 2010). Limits on access to specific groups of interna-
tional students, based primarily on economic criteria, contradict the open access mis-
sion of the CC (Levin, 2001) and lessen the geographical and socioeconomic diversity 
among the international student population at institutions of higher education (Schofer 
& Meyer, 2005).

In general, decision makers have authority over the student recruitment process, 
and thus determine how to achieve these recruitment goals. Scholars, use the term 
decision makers (Brennan & Dellow, 2013) to refer to executive leadership. We extend 
the term to include those institutional members who may be paramount in forming a 
“shared vision” (Kouzes & Posner, 2007) at their respective institutions or who have a 
prominent role in the governance of their institution, such as senior administrators, 
deans, faculty chairs, and faculty who have served on curriculum, or similar, commit-
tees. These actors within CCs influence and shape organizational change (Opp & 
Gosetti, 2014). Moreover, given the committee system where faculty and mid-level 
administrators participate in decision making on matters such as curriculum and stu-
dent admissions, these decision makers likely have a significant influence on a CC’s 
internationalization plans and strategies (Levin, 2001).

Yet little is known about whether or not CC members ensure that the pursuit of 
revenue generation is not detrimental to the other two rationales—exposure and 
access—for international student recruitment. There is insufficient research on the 
ways in which these two rationales influence or shape community members’ views of 
the purpose of international students. For example, Treat and Hagedorn (2013) argue 
that the CC could extend access to less affluent international students, yet the degree 
to which CC decision makers embrace or act on this belief is not evident in the schol-
arly literature.
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Research Purpose

The purpose of this investigation is to explain the ways in which decision makers jus-
tify the recruitment, enrollment, and treatment of international students at three com-
munity colleges in the United States. We identify and explain the ways in which 
decision makers rationalize institutional policy—particularly recruitment strategies 
and motivations—related to international students, and whether these policies could 
be considered just in a globalized context.

Literature Review

Although the traditional internationalization of higher education focused upon interna-
tional student recruitment in the hopes of forming global alliances and furthering 
scholarship (Gacel-Avila, 2005), in many Western countries, the ever-accelerating 
pressure to compete has made international student recruitment a profit driven activity 
(Altbach & Knight, 2007; Marginson, 2007). Despite the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific, and Cultural Organization’s (UNESCO; 1998) World Declaration that 
higher education should be “equally accessible to all on the basis of merit” and that 
institutions should not discriminate on the basis of economic disparity, Western insti-
tutions of higher education commonly recruit international students in an effort to 
recuperate funds lost from state disinvestment (Adnett, 2010; Schofer & Meyer, 2005). 
Thus, primarily international students who are willing to pay full price are accepted 
(Altbach & Knight, 2007). Moreover, affluent countries that import these students—
such as the United States, Canada, and Australia—accumulate tuition revenue and 
human capital at the expense of the less developed countries that export these students 
(Tremblay, 2005). In practice, the Global North profits from the exchange of interna-
tional students to the detriment of the Global South (Jooste & Heleta, 2017). 
Consequently, the enrollment of these underrepresented international student groups 
may increase global inequality, in part, because of the high cost of international stu-
dent tuition (Adnett, 2010; Schofer & Meyer, 2005).

At the campus level, scholarship often touts the benefits of the diverse perspectives 
that international students bring to a campus (Hagedorn & Zhang, 2013; Mamiseishvili, 
2012; Opp & Gosetti, 2014; Soria & Troisi, 2014). International students’ perspectives 
can introduce and inspire domestic students to learn about worldviews they would not 
have considered otherwise (Deardorff, 2006). The interaction between domestic and 
international students can improve cognitive ability for domestic students 
(Mamiseishvili, 2012) and, in a globally competitive economy, exposure to this diver-
sity can prepare domestic students for the workforce by helping students to understand 
global perspectives that are different from their own (Manns, 2014; Treat & Hagedorn, 
2013).

Yet, based on measures of country of origin or socioeconomic status (SES), there is 
not sizable diversity among international students in the West, particularly in the 
United States where 50% of international students come from China, India, or South 
Korea (IIE, 2014). International students from countries with a lower gross income 
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(e.g., Sub-Saharan and Caribbean countries) are significantly underrepresented in the 
United States (IIE, 2014). Scholars and administrators criticize institutions of higher 
education for educating only the young elite from foreign nations (Altbach & Knight, 
2007; Schofer & Meyer, 2005). Consequently, this lack of geographical and socioeco-
nomic diversity among international students limits the opportunity that domestic stu-
dents have to gain understandings of diverse international populations.

In contrast to U.S. universities, U.S. community colleges have the potential to grant 
access to international students of lower SESs (Treat & Hagedorn, 2013), but, despite the 
CC’s historical commitment to open access (Meier, 2013), state disinvestment has spurred 
these institutions to find new ways to subsidize their revenue streams (Levin, 2005). As 
CCs pursue these new revenue streams, they drift from their traditional open access mis-
sion toward a mission of economic development (Levin, 2000; 2005). Administrative 
perceptions on international students are influenced by students’ expected economic 
return, and price discrimination is a clear motivator for international student recruitment 
in CCs (Levin, 2002). In the late 1980s and early 1990s, international student recruitment 
began to increase at CCs, and new assumptions spurred decision makers at to shift focus 
away from the social mission and toward economic outcomes (Levin, 2001).

Presently, many scholars do not include international students as part of the social mis-
sion of the CC. Rather than exploring the CCs’ ability to serve low SES international 
students, researchers (Brennan & Dellow, 2013; Hagedorn & Zhang, 2013; Opp & 
Gosetti, 2014; Raby & Valeau, 2007) advocate for the presence of international students 
at the CC as a way to improve outcomes for low SES domestic students. Thus, the bulk of 
scholarship related to international education at U.S. community colleges assumes that 
international students are tools for domestic benefit rather than for global equity. The lit-
erature does not address the ways in which the economic focus on international students 
influences access of, and institutional policy related to, international students. Furthermore, 
it neglects to note the degree to which these policies may advantage or disadvantage spe-
cific student populations. Finally, while scholarly literature documents the presence of a 
pronounced focus on the economic benefit of international students, it overlooks, in part, 
the ways in which institutional members rationalize this economic focus.

Theoretical Orientation

This investigation is guided by both a criticalist perspective (Martinez-Aleman, Pusser, 
& Bensimon, 2015) and Rawls (1999) justice theory. Criticalist perspectives assume 
that power relations play an implicit role in the formation of social reality (Martinez-
Aleman et al., 2015). Scholarly understandings of the ways in which educational sys-
tems perpetuate inequality can lead to explanations of societal inequalities and 
attendant values (Atwater, 1996). Moreover, an explanation of the ways in which pow-
erful members of the institution construct knowledge can also point the ways in which 
social inequalities are reproduced in that particular setting (Atwater, 1996). Thus, this 
investigation analyzes the perceptions of decision makers to explain the ways in which 
economic inequalities for international students are justified and reproduced at the 
institutional level.
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In the present stage of globalization, the world can be conceived as a “single place” in 
which national borders are blurred (Robertson, 1992). Thus, we apply Rawls’s (1999) 
theory of justice globally. Two principles underpin this theory. First, the liberty principle 
states that individuals have the right to freedoms and protection from undue harm (Rawls, 
1999). Rawls’s second principle can be split into two subprinciples: the fair and equal 
opportunity principle (FEOP) and the difference principle. FEOP states that given equal 
talent, opportunity, motivation, and ability, anyone—regardless of their background, cul-
ture, or class in society—can obtain any career. The means of ensuring FEOP is equal 
access to education (Nussbaum, 2006). The difference principle postulates that there can 
be unequal groups in society—typically used in reference to economic disparity—as long 
as these inequalities do not disadvantage the least advantaged. Rawls’ overarching argu-
ment is that should a rational person not know which social and economic position they 
will be born into, they would accept these principles because they would not want to be 
placed in a group that is not afforded their rights of advantage.

Research Questions

This investigation answers the following three questions:

Research Question 1: How do community college decision makers understand the 
purpose of international students?
Research Question 2: What are community college decision makers’ motivations 
for the recruitment of international students?
Research Question 3: How do community college decision makers apply the open 
access mission in relation to international students?

Method

We utilized a qualitative approach (Mason, 2002) and an interpretative perspective 
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). This twofold approach allowed us to understand the per-
spectives of professional members in-depth and explore a socially constructed reality 
in which the perceptions of others influence the physical world (Atwater, 1996). To 
explain these perceptions, we used semistructured interviews (Reybold, 2003). Based 
on scholarly tradition and our ontological perspective, we suggest that interviews with 
professional members provide insight into the workings of an institution of higher 
education (Levin, 2005; Mason, 2002). The qualitative analysis of semistructured 
interviews allowed us to explain the ways in which decision makers understood their 
institution’s practices related to international students.

Data Sources

This project was part of a larger investigation that sought to explain the structural 
changes related to neoliberal policies that occurred in seven CCs in the United States 
and Canada (during the first two decades of the 2000s). All of the colleges in this 
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sample were selected because of their interest in internationalization at the turn of the 
century (Levin, 2001). For the present investigation, we used purposeful and criterion 
sampling strategies (Patton, 2005) to narrow data to those that “fit” our questions for 
this investigation (Howe & Eisenhart, 1990). We selected three U.S. colleges within 
different states and referred to them by their pseudonyms, Suburban Valley Community 
College (SVCC), Pacific Suburban Community College (PSCC), and City South 
Community College (CSCC)—located in California, Hawai’i, and Washington, 
respectively. Each expressly articulated goals related to globalization and/or diversity 
in their mission statements: PSCC included the preparation of international students 
“for productive futures” in its mission statement, SVCC noted “global justice” as a 
core competency, and CSCC focused only on diversity with no specific reference to 
the global community.

We selected the interviews of institutional members who we considered decision 
makers, that is, individuals who have some official influence on institutional policy. 
This included chancellors, presidents, finance and student affairs administrators, 
deans, faculty chairs, faculty leaders (both present and former), and major committee 
members (e.g., curriculum). The data set for this investigation included interviews of 
26 individuals at the three colleges. The questions included inquiries regarding the 
interviewees’ backgrounds, their roles in the institution, and the major changes in the 
institution since the 2000s. The robust number and length of the interviews (60-90 
min) enabled deep and comprehensive analysis (Becker, 1996).

Analytical Methods

Guided by the research questions and the intention of identifying the shared cultural 
understandings in individual communications (Cameron, 2001), a group of three 
researchers—two Mexican international students and one domestic student—per-
formed content analysis of data (Lichtman, 2013). We followed a coding and catego-
rizing strategy divided in the three steps described by Richards (2009): descriptive 
coding, topical coding, and analytical coding.

First, we carried out descriptive coding to identify the attributes of the speaker (i.e., 
gender, age, institutional position, discipline, and college) in each interview. 
Subsequently, we used topical coding to classify data according to its subject (Richards, 
2009). During topical coding, we extracted three substantive categories (Maxwell, 
2005), driven by the findings of previous scholarship (i.e., revenue generation, open 
access, and academic benefits for domestic students), one category open to “unex-
pected data” (Bogdan & Bicklen, 2011) and one category in which we included 
sociodemographic descriptors used by interviewees to refer to international and/or 
domestic students (students’ characteristics). Topical coding enabled us to reduce data 
in accordance with the research questions and to organize data for subsequent analysis. 
In this phase of coding, the validity check category (Maxwell, 2005) “other” was dis-
regarded: our data did not fit this category.

In our final phase of coding, we performed analytical coding (Richards, 2009) for 
interpretation of and reflection on data to capture and extract latent meaning 
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(Graneheim & Lundman, 2004). As tool for this analysis, we applied Van Leeuwen 
and Wodak’s (1999) “macro-strategies” as categories for coding. These strategies 
included the following actions: construction, perpetuation and justification, transfor-
mation, and reconstruction. We used the constructive category to identify whether 
international students were seen by decision makers as members of the institution or 
not. The perpetuation and justification category enabled us to explore the ways in 
which decision makers justified the position international students had in their college. 
The transformation category referenced the ways in which decision makers used anal-
ogy to describe other international students. Last, the destructive category refers to the 
ways in which individuals discussed international students in contrast to the dominant 
discourse on international students (Van Leeuwen & Wodak, 1999). We compared this 
analysis with the two primary principles of Rawls (1999) theory of justice—Liberty 
Principle and FEOP—to determine whether and/or to what degree decision makers 
were in violation of these principals. These four strategies enabled us to explore 
whether CC decision makers were willing to reproduce or modify their college’s cur-
rent perceptions of international students.

Findings

Data analysis resulted in three main findings that answered our research questions and 
included shared characteristics among the three CCs. First, open access was defined in 
distinct ways at each institution. These differences were rooted in decision makers’ 
perceptions of their college’s target population. Second, international students were 
considered primarily as economic drivers and therefore not often considered to be a 
part of the CCs’ target population. Finally, while decision makers considered interna-
tional students to contribute to the achievement of the open access mission for domes-
tic students, the mission was not applied the international students themselves.

The Open Access Mission and Community Colleges’ Target Populations

A central theme among decision makers at the CCs within our sample was the intent 
to increase access to domestic students as a part of the open access mission. International 
students were not included in the CCs’ commitment to open access. Rather, these CCs 
developed strategies to guarantee open access to students considered underrepresented 
by increasing the enrollment of targeted populations.

Each CC had a specific target population, which was determined by the sociodemo-
graphic characteristics of the population in the state and in the cities surrounding that 
particular college. These targeted populations corresponded as well to the priorities set 
by state policy in Hawai’i, Washington, and California (Levin, 2017). Race, ethnicity, 
and SES were the categories that decision makers used to describe the population they 
attempted to attract. At PSCC, in Hawai’i, the target population was Native Hawaiian 
and efforts were directed to increase the number of these students. “We had students 
doing it; we had outreach people doing it; we had the campus heads out there saying this 
is it. We had all our information saying, ‘Hey! We want to be a model indigenous-serving 
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institution’” (Vice President, PSCC). Thus, serving indigenous students was a part of the 
core goal of PSCC.

For SVCC, located in Northern California, underrepresented minority students 
were the focus of access-increasing strategies. “[T]he strategic plan identified by 
name, which was reasonably rare . . . the Latino, African American, and Filipino com-
munities. It said, ‘[T]hese are the communities we’re going to go out and recruit’” 
(President, SVCC). Finally, at CSCC in Washington, recruitment efforts were directed 
not only at underrepresented minorities but also at nontraditional students. “[T]he 
amount of students coming out of high school is not our niche market” (Senior admin-
istrator, CSCC). “[There is] a Dream Act allowing Hispanic students to get state tuition 
. . . Those students are in our service area” (Administrator, CSCC).

The target populations at the three colleges, regardless of whether they were identi-
fied by their race, ethnicity, or SES, were perceived as underserved, disadvantaged, 
and marginalized populations (Levin, Viggiano, López Damián, Morales Vázquez, 
Wolf, 2017). CCs’ strategies endeavored to serve students with limited “cultural capac-
ity or cultural competence” (President, SVCC) and limited academic skills, as well as 
those who had not been served “all that well” (Vice President, PSCC).

The description given at the SVCC illustrates the characterization of these popula-
tions at the three colleges. “[Recruitment strategies are developed to] engage the com-
munities currently marginalized, not just from the school, but from higher ed . . . We’re 
looking for people whose families have struggled” (College President, SVCC). 
Decision makers at all three colleges perceived the mission of their CC to be related to 
serving the disadvantaged in society. Those who were defined as disadvantaged dif-
fered by college, but none of these definitions included international students.

Institutional members at all three colleges assumed that international students did 
not arrive at their college with academic or economic disadvantages. The assumption 
was that all international students were either middle class or higher, and likely 
received a scholarship from their home country. “[Their] government is heavily subsi-
dizing [their] education” (President, PSCC). This assumption is arguably a result of 
the decision maker’s perceptions of international students as economic engines of the 
institution. Decision makers also considered international students to be well fitted for 
their college’s academic requirements. “[W]e had a lot of very bright, very skillful 
students who had good writing skills, good English skills—they’d learned all that in 
Iran I guess—and then they came over here to get their college or university degree” 
(Former Committee Member, CSCC).

Furthermore, international students’ academic abilities were associated with advan-
tages to the colleges’ students. For example, in California, international students 
brought a “reputation of academic excellence” (President, SVCC) to the college, and 
in Hawaii, they served as “language tutors” (Vice Chancellor, PSCC) for domestic 
students. Institutional members’ characterizations of international students positioned 
them apart from underrepresented populations and, thus, not as a target population for 
whom the college should extend open access. Strategies of open access at these CCs 
were directed toward disadvantaged populations; nevertheless, the definitions of dis-
advantaged were limited by geographical privilege. That is, these colleges focused on 
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serving disadvantaged populations in the surrounding community and not across bor-
ders. Yet international students were targeted for another reason: economic revenue.

International Students: The Community College’s Economic Engine

Our data suggest that at the three colleges, decision makers were interested in interna-
tional students not because of the open access mission, but because international stu-
dents brought much-needed financial resources: International students were seen as 
revenue generators.

Obviously we like the international students because A, they bring a bunch of diversity, 
you know, to us. B, we think our students can learn from them and also develop 
partnerships and relationships with institutions where those students are coming from. 
But you know, honestly, from my perspective, it’s also because they pay rack rate. (Vice 
Chancellor, Administrative Services, PSCC)

Although decision makers were attracted to the benefits of multicultural diversity on 
campus, they made the economic benefits that international students provided to their 
respective colleges a priority. The recruitment of international students became an 
institutional strategy to resolve the economic problems that CCs faced due to state and 
federal budget cuts to and disinvestment in higher education. “There’s been no new 
money at the state for years now . . . you’ve got international students” (Senior 
Administrator, CSCC).

Although international students were used as a resource to hold off the effects of the 
fiscal crises at all three institutions, at CSCC, international students’ enrollment was 
also considered a strategy to prevent state disinvestment associated with low 
enrollment.

[Every college in the district is] down, so now we have to go to plan B. Plan B is to buy 
international FTEs and make them state FTEs. Yes, [we pay for the international students] 
. . . [I]n ensuring that we don’t lose money from the state in the future. (Administrator, 
CSCC)

Because CSCC struggled to maintain enrollment, decision makers feared that the state 
would reduce the number of full-time student equivalencies (FTEs), and thus funding, 
that the institution received. If the state decreased these FTEs, then the institution 
would qualify for less state funding. International students were therefore used as fis-
cal placeholders so that the state did not revoke CSCC’s right to future FTEs. The 
international students paid the institution, and the institution used this money to pay 
the state for the FTEs.

Whether the institution practiced price discrimination or used international students 
as fiscal placeholders, decision makers’ views of international students as economic 
engines represent a clear divide between the meaning of an international student and 
the meaning of a domestic student at these three colleges. Decision makers were then 
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able to justify this economic “othering” by arguing that revenue from international 
students was what allowed the institution to function. “[International students] bring 
in 40, 42, 45 percent of the tuition dollars. And, so, without that this campus won’t be 
able to do some of things we want to do” (Chancellor, PSCC). Thus, decision makers 
asserted that international students were charged more to subsidize the needs of the 
entire college. A few decision makers justified price discrimination further with less 
logic. A former member of the academic senate argued that higher tuition created more 
motivated students.

International students are more motivated, at least in part, because they are paying more 
to take the courses. They’re a long way away from their family so in some cases it’s a big 
commitment by their families and somewhat of a hardship and that’s got to be some 
motivation. (Former Committee Member, SVCC)

Rather than recognize financially struggling international students as a population in 
need of assistance, decision makers perceived international students as a source of 
revenue and this encouraged them to view the hardships of international students to be 
a motivator for academic achievement. This logic enabled decision makers to justify 
the recruitment of international students as a cross-subsidization strategy and legiti-
mated price discrimination.

The Illusion of Open Access

Finally, our data suggest that the idea of CCs as open access institutions was an illu-
sion for the majority of international students. At all the three colleges, the recruitment 
of international students was primarily a response to economic arguments. 
Economically motivated recruitment strategies influenced the type of student to whom 
the CCs extended access.

Because international students were used for financial purposes, decision makers 
targeted those populations that are able to pay full tuition, which encompassed middle 
to high-income students from relatively developed countries. “I know [the President] 
is pushing very hard to get into China now that things are changing in China and 
there’s a middle class there” (Senior Administrator, PSCC). The targeting of these 
populations limited not only socioeconomic but also geographical diversity.

So, instead of individual students coming . . . from Japan, [for] the Koreans . . . colleges 
will send the students overseas, because the Korean government is heavily subsidizing 
international education. And so a number of colleges and universities are moving to add 
an international aspect to their operations, at least applying for and getting money from 
the government. (President, PSCC)

Thus, access for international students at these colleges depended primarily on the eco-
nomic status and geographical location of the students. As a result, some ethnic and national 
groups were more prevalent than others in U.S. community colleges. At the three CCs in 
our investigation, the majority of international students came from Asian countries.
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Of course we also have a lot of foreign students who are not immigrants . . . They’re 
international students. We used to get a lot from Japan, but now we get a lot from China. 
(Former Committee Member, CSCC)

So most of it, you can see is still Japan and Korea. I think I’ve calculated: I think it’s 
eighty percent . . . East Asian. (Committee Member, PSCC)

Primarily, only international students who were from wealthy families or from coun-
tries that offer funding were able to attend. Decision makers recognized that this reli-
ance on international students encouraged volatility in international recruitment.

I think at one point it was almost 300 [Iranian students]. And the reason was that the Shah 
of Iran would give scholarships to students to go study in America, especially those that 
he thought might be troublesome . . . Well of course, as soon as the Shah was overthrown, 
that ended that. We had very, very few Iranians after that. (Former Committee Member, 
CSCC)

Thus, the reliance on foreign funding for international students jeopardized access for 
these international students.

Conclusion

Decision makers constructed student groupings based on geographical location, and 
this action created hierarchical systems which privileged specific students, the target 
populations, and disadvantages others, particularly international students. In the three 
colleges investigated, decision makers aimed to recruit primarily affluent international 
students. The presence of predominantly affluent international students encouraged 
decision makers to perceive international students as less financially needy, and, thus, 
not a group to whom the open access mission should be extended. In sum, CC decision 
makers first crafted a class of privileged international students and then justified price 
discrimination on the basis of said privilege. This vicious circle, we call the interna-
tional access paradox, prevented decision makers from recognizing or responding to 
the needs of low SES international students and international students from disadvan-
taged countries. Thus, it may be one reason that there is not a significant degree of 
international student diversity at CCs.

At these three colleges, international students were given the illusion of open 
access: while theoretically any qualified person could attend the institution, decision 
makers construct policy that targets only those who can pay full price. Although deci-
sion makers promoted access to U.S. citizens based on socioeconomic disadvantage, 
the same logic was not extended to international student recruitment. Thus, policy and 
practice created significant barriers for socioeconomically disadvantaged international 
students. In this way, access was restricted on the basis of geographical location, and, 
therefore, birthright. Rather than promoting access to those international students with 
the least socioeconomic privilege, these CCs promoted access predominantly to those 
who were born to geographical and socioeconomic privilege. Based on the concept of 
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the world as a single place (Robertson, 1992), this was in violation of FEOP as defined 
by Rawls (1999). The international access paradox may prevent decision makers from 
recognizing the injustices of modern international recruitment strategies. As such, this 
work serves as a mirror for community college decision makers to begin to recognize 
their role in global injustice and inequity.

When international students could afford to attend the CCs, they were used as 
placeholders and subsidizers for the CCs’ target populations. Decision makers at these 
colleges viewed international students as a means to improve domestic student educa-
tion, without regard to the education of the international students themselves. Thus, 
rather than the unsubstantiated argument that international students take seats away 
from domestic students (Raby & Valeau, 2007), at CSCC international students were 
used to save seats for future domestic students. In addition, international students in 
the three colleges served as business liaisons, language tutors, and sources of cultural 
diversity for local students. That is, their inclusion helped these colleges achieve their 
missions. In this way, the presence of international students actually extended access 
and provided academic benefits to domestic students.

However, future research on the perceptions of international students at the com-
munity college is needed to ascertain whether these benefits are undermined by the 
othering of international students. Glass and Westmont (2014) link sense of belonging 
to cross-cultural interaction. Although our data cannot speak to the perceptions of 
international students themselves, it is likely that this othering environment would 
influence the students’ sense of belonging and therefore their likelihood of engaging in 
these ambassadorial roles. Furthermore, Glass and Westmont (2014) also link sense of 
belonging to the average grade earned by international students. Research on the rela-
tionship between othering and international students’ sense of belonging could provide 
ground to discuss the ways in which this relationship impedes international student 
equity once they are enrolled in the college.

There are further avenues in which practitioners can develop approaches for CCs to 
define international students as more than economic entities. For example, practitio-
ners at CCs could seek other sources of revenue when state sources diminish. In this 
way, then, international students do not have to serve as revenue generators. In addi-
tion, CCs that participate in recruitment efforts could ensure that they are also recruit-
ing and visiting low-income countries. However, it is clear that further empirical 
research should construct counternarratives to serve as examples of alternate systems 
in which international students are not othered or seen as economic entities.

Internationalization challenges the existing understandings of community at the 
community college. CCs must decide the ways in which their missions fit into an 
increasingly globalized world. Although they have a history of serving only their local 
communities, the increasing number of international students on community college 
campuses demonstrates an expanding conception of community. As such, this investi-
gation has argued that for community colleges to adhere to their own principles of 
service to the underserved, and more recent claims of championing diversity (Levin, 
2017), they must embrace international students as part of the communities they serve, 
and accord international students the same status as local students. To accomplish this 



Viggiano et al. 13

goal community colleges should consider seeking out students who fall under the cat-
egory of underserved, which would include students from developing countries and 
low-income students from across the globe.
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