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Introduction

Recruiting international students has never been easy. But global 
geopolitical changes are making the task more difficult than in the recent 
past. Perhaps the best approach is to be aware of the trends and to be 
able to adapt.

The articles in this compilation note recent declines in international 
graduate applications, and other data that suggest the way graduate 
programs can have their enrollments hurt by factors beyond their control. 
Beyond visa delays, programs face the increasing tensions between 
the U.S. and China, particularly about science – when Chinese science 
students are crucial to many graduate programs.

Part of recruiting international students is paying attention to the 
environment they will face when they enroll – after all, their reports back 
home to friends and relatives will have a huge impact on how many follow 
them. As a result, graduate programs are confronting the hostility some 
non-Americans face in the United States, and the need to help graduate 
students (international and domestic alike) finish their programs and find 
good employment options.

Inside Higher Ed will continue to track these issues. We welcome your 
comments on this compilation and your suggestions for future coverage.

--The Editors
editor@insidehighered.com

http://editor@insidehighered.com


International Recruitment Strategies and Solutions
How can professionals attract talented students from abroad in such trying times? By 
understanding the larger forces at play, learning what’s working at other institutions, 
reducing barriers for applicants and using the tools that give them the best chance  
for success. 

This compilation of articles from Inside Higher Ed explores all of these topics. You’ll 
find a feature article outlining 10 resources that ETS makes available to help programs 
recruit and admit the best class, as well as 10 tools and services to help reduce barriers 

for applicants. As a nonprofit organization, many of these resources are provided as part of ETS’s mission to 
help advance quality and equity in education for all people worldwide.

The compilation also highlights:

• Search Services —  The GRE® Search Service and TOEFL® Search Service are test-taker databases where 
recruitment professionals can create targeted mailing lists to make their campaigns more effective. The 
GRE database has more than 500,000 names and can be searched using more than 30 criteria, including 
country of citizenship and intended major. The TOEFL database has more than one million names and can 
be searched using 26 criteria, including country, TOEFL score and field of study. Students can opt in to  
either service for free when they register for a test, which helps them get noticed by programs they may 
not have considered previously. 

• Fee Reduction Programs — To ensure that the cost of taking a test is not a barrier to study, ETS provides 
fee reduction vouchers to GRE® test takers who can demonstrate financial need. We also provide these 
vouchers to national programs that service underrepresented groups, those from low-income backgrounds 
and first-generation college students. Those who receive vouchers pay 50 percent of the regular test fee. 
The GRE program announced several updates to its fee reduction program beginning July 1, 2019,  
including that ETS will provide GRE Fee Reduction Vouchers to the EducationUSA Opportunity Fund  
Program for distribution to eligible test takers outside of the United States who have a financial need. 

We hope you find this collection of articles curated by Inside Higher Ed — with a few contributions from  
ETS — valuable. Read on to learn more about these and other resources from ETS:

• Search Services — ets.org/searchservice

• GRE Fee Reduction Program — ets.org/gre/grefeereduction

Sincerely,

Alberto Acereda 
Executive Director, Global Higher Education 
ETS

Copyright © 2019 by Educational Testing Service. All rights reserved. ETS, the ETS logo, GRE and TOEFL are registered trademarks of Educational Testing Service (ETS) in the United States and other countries. 362104562

https://www.ets.org
https://www.ets.org/institution-portal/?WT.ac=gre_toefl_searchservice_37942&utm_source=CGS_gradedge&utm_medium=pdf_37942&utm_campaign=gre_toefl_searchservice
https://www.ets.org/gre/revised_general/about/fees/reductions


Reach global prospects who have  
demonstrated graduate-level readiness

Reach international students with the right  
English skill levels for your program 

Qualified students from around the globe are eager  
to earn an advanced degree.

Your ideal students are out there and ready to begin  
their journey to a graduate degree. 

Tell them why your program should be their destination.

Where in the world are your  
future students?

Copyright © 2019 by Educational Testing Service. All rights reserved. ETS, the ETS logo, MEASURING THE POWER OF 
LEARNING, GRE and TOEFL are registered trademarks of Educational Testing Service (ETS). 43684ets.org/searchservice

https://www.campusmanagement.com
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New enrollments of international 
students at U.S. graduate schools 
fell for the second year in a row, ac-
cording to a survey from the Coun-
cil of Graduate Schools.

First-time international enroll-
ments fell by 1 percent from fall 
2017 to fall 2018, following on a 
1 percent decline the year before 
that.

“This is the first time we’ve seen 
declines across two consecutive 
years, and while we think it’s too 
soon to consider this a trend, it is 
troubling,” Suzanne Ortega, pres-
ident of CGS, said in a statement. 
“We continue to monitor issues, 
including changes in immigration 
and visa policy, with growing con-
cern over the possible negative 
impact to the U.S.’s image as a 
welcoming destination for interna-
tional students and scholars.”

The overall decline in first-time 
international graduate enrollments 
was due to drops at the master's 
level. The number of new interna-
tional students enrolled in master's 
programs declined by 2 percent, 
while first-time enrollment at the 
doctoral level increased by 3 per-
cent.

Less research-intensive univer-

sities -- many of which have come 
to rely on international students in 
master's programs as a key source 
of revenue -- were hit hardest by 
the decline in new internation-
al master's students. First-time 
international enrollment in mas-
ter's programs fell by 15 percent 
at master's-level institutions, and 
by 8 percent at doctorate-granting 
institutions outside of those clas-
sified as most research intensive. 
At doctoral universities with the 
highest research activity, first-time 
international enrollment in mas-
ter's programs actually rose by 1 
percent.

The number of international stu-
dents enrolled in engineering pro-
grams -- the most popular field for 
international students -- declined 
by 10 percent, following on a 10 
percent decline the year before and 
a 3 percent decline the year before 
that. First-time international enroll-
ments also fell in public adminis-
tration and services, by 27 percent, 
and in the physical sciences, by 13 
percent.

First-time enrollments from 
the No. 1-sending country, China, 
stayed steady, while the number of 
new students coming from the No. 

2 country, India, fell by 2 percent, 
marking the third straight year of 
declines in new Indian students. 
China and India together account 
for about 60 percent of all interna-
tional graduate students in the U.S.

For other groups of students, the 
base of students is smaller. The 
number of new students from the 
Middle East and North Africa -- 
who account for 7 percent of inter-
national students in the U.S. -- de-
clined by 12 percent, also the third 
straight year of declines in new 
students from that region.

There was an 8 percent decrease 
in the number of new international 
students from Iran, which follows  
a 16 percent decrease the year be-
fore that. Iran is one of the coun-
tries affected by the Trump admin-
istration's travel ban. While earlier 
versions of the travel ban prohib-
ited Iranian students and scholars 
from coming to the U.S. altogether, 
the current version of the ban per-
mits Iranians to enter the U.S. on F, 
J or M student or exchange visitor 
visas. All other groups of Iranians 
are barred from entering the U.S.

Other notable shifts in first-time 
enrollments include a 5 percent 
increase in the number of first-

By Elizabeth Redden // February 11, 2019 

New enrollments of international students at U.S. graduate schools 
declined by 1 percent from fall 2017 to fall 2018.

New International Graduate Applications Decline 4%

NEWS

https://www.cgsnet.org/ckfinder/userfiles/files/Intl_Survey_Report_Fall2018.pdf
https://www.cgsnet.org/ckfinder/userfiles/files/Intl_Survey_Report_Fall2018.pdf
https://www.cgsnet.org/ckfinder/userfiles/files/Intl_Survey_Report_Fall2018.pdf
https://www.insidehighered.com/users/elizabeth-redden


New International Graduate Applications Decline 4%
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https://www.insidehighered.com/admissions/article/2019/02/11/council-graduate-schools-
survey-finds-1-percent-drop-new-internationalRead Original Article

time international students from 
sub-Saharan Africa -- which builds 
on a 27 percent gain the year before 
that -- a 5 percent gain from Latin 
America and the Caribbean, and a 
3 percent drop in the number from 
Europe. There were significant de-
clines in the number coming from 
Japan, down 15 percent, and Sau-
di Arabia, down 21 percent. The 
decline from Saudi Arabia is likely 
attributable in part to reductions 
in the Saudi government's foreign 
scholarship program.

In addition to the data on first-
time enrollments, CGS also sur-
veyed institutions about appli-
cations, and found that the total 
number of applications submitted 
by prospective international gradu-

increases in both these metrics 
for mathematics and computer 
sciences, a field that can overlap 
with computer engineering. The 
numbers of international applica-
tions and first-time international 
enrollments in mathematics and 
computer science programs both 
increased by 6 percent from fall 
2017 to 2018.

A total of 369 institutions re-
sponded to CGS's survey, reflecting 
a 47.4 percent response rate. Be-
low are data tables from the CGS 
showing annual changes in first-
time international enrollments at 
U.S. graduate schools across the 
last six years, broken down by re-
gion or country of origin and field of 
study.             ■

ate students fell by 4 percent from 
fall 2017 to fall 2018. As with first-
time international enrollments, this 
marked the second year of declines 
in international applications and 
came on top of a 3 percent decline 
from fall 2016 to fall 2017.

The fields seeing the biggest de-
clines in international applications 
were engineering (down 16 per-
cent), physical and earth sciences 
(down 9 percent), and business 
(down 8 percent).

Though there were declines in 
both first-time international en-
rollments and applications for pro-
grams in engineering, CGS's as-
sociate vice president for research 
and policy analysis, Hironao Oka-
hana, pointed out that there were 

First-Time International Enrollments at U.S. Graduate 
Schools, by Region or Country of Origin

First-Time International Enrollments at U.S. Graduate 
Schools, by Field of Study

Fall
2012
to Fall
2013

Fall
2013
to Fall
2014

Fall
2014
to Fall
2015

Fall
2015
to Fall
2016

Fall
2016
to Fall
2017

Fall
2017
to Fall
2018

Overall +10% +8% +5% +5% -1% -1%

Asia -- -- +7% +8% -2% 0%

China +5% -1% +12% 0% +5% 0%

India +40% +27% +12% -7% -13% -2%

Japan -- -- -- -- +3% -15%

South Korea -12% -7% +5% +10% -12% -4%

Taiwan -8% -8% +2% +14% +10% +1%

Europe +3% +1% -4% -8% +1% -3%

Latin America
& Caribbean -- -- -6% +5% -10% +5%

Brazil +17% +91% -30% -9% +18% -3%

Mexico -2% +8% +6% +12% -10% -1%

Middle East
and North 
Africa

-- -- +1% -11% -5% -12%

Iran -- -- -- -- -16% -8%

Saudia Arabia -- -- +5% -13% -2% -21%

North America
(Canada only) +3% -1% +1% -3% -7% +6%

Oceania -- -- -9% +7% -6% -10%

Sub-Saharan
Africa -- -- +9% +3% +27% +5%

Fall
2012
to Fall
2013

Fall
2013
to Fall
2014

Fall
2014
to Fall
2015

Fall
2015
to Fall
2016

Fall
2016
to Fall
2017

Fall
2017
to Fall
2018

Overall +10% +8% +5% +5% -1% -1%

Arts & 
Humanities +9% +3% +5% +6% -12% 0%

Biological &
Agricultural
Sciences

-- -- +1% +2% -1% -2%

Business +6% +2% +2% +7% -11% +1%

Education +3% -1% 0% +7% -16% -4%

Engineering +17% +11% +1% -3% -10% -10%

Health
Sciences -- -- -5% -14% +3% +3%

Mathematics
and Computer
Sciences

-- -- +11% +4% +2% +6%

Physical and
Earth Sciences -- -- +6% -3% -1% -13%

Public
Administration
and Services

-- -- +4% +7% +4% -27%

Social and
Behaviors
Sciences

-- -- +1% +9% 0% 0%

Other Fields +7% +2% +7% +11% +4% +6%

https://www.insidehighered.com/admissions/article/2019/02/11/council-graduate-schools- survey-finds-
https://www.insidehighered.com/admissions/article/2019/02/11/council-graduate-schools- survey-finds-
https://www.insidehighered.com/admissions/article/2019/02/11/council-graduate-schools-survey-finds-1-percent-drop-new-international


New Concerns on International Enrollments

Student numbers in U.S. decline; reports grow on visa delays.

By Elizabeth Redden // April 29, 2019

SOURCE: ISTOCK
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lic Radio reported. Many of the stu-
dents flew home in December but 
have been unable to renew their vi-
sas as they await the results of an 
additional screening process known 
as “administrative processing.”

The NPR report follows on a New 
York Times article earlier this month 
reporting that the U.S. has canceled 
visas for a number of Chinese pro-
fessors in the social sciences. The 
visa bans appear to be particularly 
affecting researchers affiliated with 
the state-run Chinese Academy of 
Social Sciences.

The news about visa delays and 
cancellations comes in the context 
of increasing scrutiny of U.S.-Chi-
na research collaborations and 
concerns on the part of the White 
House, members of Congress and 
federal granting agencies about the 
theft of sensitive academic research 
by competitor countries.         ■

The total number of international 
students studying in the U.S. at all 
levels declined by 2.7 percent from 
March 2018 to this March, accord-
ing to quarterly data on student visa 
holders recently published by U.S. 
Immigration and Customs Enforce-
ment.

A total of 1,169,464 international 
students were studying in the U.S. 
this spring compared to 1,201,871 
the spring before. The data include 
students studying at all levels, from 
K-12 to language study to higher 
education, and include students 
who have already completed their 
programs and stay in the U.S. to 
work for one to three years after 
graduating through the optional 
practical training program.

The new student visa numbers 
follow on data from the annual 
Open Doors survey showing two 
years of declines in new enroll-

ments of international students at 
U.S. universities. The ICE data show 
a 2 percent year-to-year decline in 
the total number of international 
students from the leading sending 
country, China, and a 1.2 percent 
decline in the number from the sec-
ond-leading sending country, India. 
The number from No. 3 country 
South Korea fell by 7.6 percent. The 
number of students from Saudi Ara-
bia continued to fall sharply, by 17.1 
percent year over year, a change 
largely attributable to reductions in 
the Saudi government’s scholarship 
program.

Meanwhile, hundreds of Chinese 
students studying in the U.S. have 
faced delays in renewing their stu-
dent visas after a policy change last 
year that shortened the duration 
of visas for Chinese graduate stu-
dents in certain STEM fields from 
five years to one year, National Pub-

https://www.insidehighered.com/admissions/article/2019/04/29/data-and-reports-add- 
concerns-about-international-studentsRead Original Article

https://www.insidehighered.com/users/elizabeth-redden
https://www.npr.org/2019/04/25/716032871/visas-are-the-newest-weapon-in-u-s-china-rivalry
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/04/14/world/asia/china-academics-fbi-visa-bans.html
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/04/16/federal-granting-agencies-and-lawmakers-step-scrutiny-foreign-research
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/04/16/federal-granting-agencies-and-lawmakers-step-scrutiny-foreign-research
https://studyinthestates.dhs.gov/sevis-by-the-numbers
https://studyinthestates.dhs.gov/sevis-by-the-numbers
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/11/13/new-international-student-enrollments-continue-decline-us-universities
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/11/13/new-international-student-enrollments-continue-decline-us-universities
https://www.insidehighered.com/admissions/article/2019/04/29/data-and-reports-add- concerns-about-in
https://www.insidehighered.com/admissions/article/2019/04/29/data-and-reports-add- concerns-about-in
https://www.insidehighered.com/admissions/article/2019/04/29/data-and-reports-add-concerns-about-international-students


National Policies and Internationalization

NAFSA releases two reports at its annual conference. One focuses on national 
policies supporting internationalization. The other responds to declining new 
international enrollments in the U.S.

By Elizabeth Redden // May 30, 2019 
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transparent and consistent?” In the 
U.S., unlike in Europe, credential 
evaluation is not taken by a nation-
al recognition body but instead by 
individual colleges and universities.

Similarly, another indicator asks 
about governmental efforts to sign 
new bilateral agreements with for-
eign education ministries on higher 
education collaboration. In the U.S. 
individual colleges and universi-
ties generally take the lead in forg-
ing partnerships with their foreign 
counterparts.

“The assumption is that govern-
ments are the prime mover in in-
ternationalization policy, and for a 
whole bunch of reasons that’s not 
true in Canada or the United States 
-- it really is institutions that are the 
driving force,” Usher said. “If you 
take out a lot of that stuff around 
where it’s government or institu-
tions, whether it’s decentralized or 
centralized, actually Canada and 

WASHINGTON, D.C. -- A report 
released Wednesday at the NAFSA: 
Association of International 
Educators annual conference looks 
at national policies supporting the 
internationalization of higher edu-
cation in the Americas.

The report -- “The Shape of Global 
Higher Education: The Americas” -- 
focuses on national policies in the 
U.S. and Canada as well as four 
Latin American countries: Brazil, 
Chile, Colombia and Mexico. It was 
released by NAFSA in conjunction 
with the British Council and builds 
on a similar report the council re-
leased this month focused primari-
ly on national higher education pol-
icies in Europe.

The researchers score countries 
on 37 indicators variously related 
to their internationalization strate-
gies, their policies on student and 
academic mobility and research, 
their policies on transnational high-

er education, their policies relating 
to quality assurance and credential 
evaluation, and funding support for 
student and faculty mobility.

Out of 20 countries compared 
in the report, the Netherlands has 
the highest overall score, followed 
by Germany, Ireland, Australia and 
Poland. Canada ranks 10th out 
of 20, and the U.S. 13th. The four 
Latin American countries rank 17th 
through 20th.

However, Alex Usher, the main 
author of the report and the pres-
ident of the Toronto-based Higher 
Education Strategy Associates, 
emphasized in a presentation 
Wednesday that the metrics in the 
study favor European countries in 
their assumptions. For example, 
one indicator, regarding foreign de-
gree recognition, asks whether “the 
process taken by national academ-
ic recognition bodies in recogniz-
ing foreign qualifications [is] clear, 

https://www.insidehighered.com/users/elizabeth-redden
https://www.britishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/k006_03_the_shape_of_global_higher_education_americas_final_web.pdf
https://www.britishcouncil.org/sites/default/files/k006_03_the_shape_of_global_higher_education_americas_final_web.pdf
https://www.britishcouncil.org/education/ihe/knowledge-centre/global-landscape/shape-global-higher-education-vol-4
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National Policies and Internationalization

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/05/30/research-focuses-national-policies-supporting- 
internationalization-higher-educationRead Original Article

the U.S. don’t look that different 
than Europe on most of these mea-
sures.”

Indeed, the report concludes, “In 
the main, this analysis finds the 
six countries in the Americas cho-
sen for this study -- Brazil, Canada, 
Chile, Colombia, Mexico and the 
United States -- to all rate slight-
ly lower on our measures of sup-
port for international engagement 
in [higher education] than other na-
tional systems with comparable 
levels of national income (as mea-
sured by GDP).

“In Canada and the U.S., this may 
not be due to lesser interest in in-
ternationalization so much as a dif-
ferent set of institutions and ap-
proaches: labor market institutions 
and credential evaluation are more 
market-driven, HE policy is more 
decentralized and the impetus for 
internationalization lies more with 
colleges and universities than with 
governments. But in Canada and 
the U.S., the drive to attract more 
international students is strong, al-
beit mainly for financial reasons. 
There is therefore little reason to 
expect that either country will see 
its scores fall in the near future, 
though equally their different insti-

tutional structures may make it dif-
ficult to rise much, either.

“In the less wealthy Latin 
American countries, the story is 
slightly different,” the report contin-
ues. “The ability of these countries 
to attract foreign students is di-
minished both by the lack of ‘pres-
tige’ institutions and by the fact 
that very few courses are available 
in English. That said, any of the 
three Spanish-speaking countries 
could become a regional hub for 
IHE in Spanish because of the large 
Spanish-speaking Latin American 
market; Brazil’s attractiveness is 
diminished further by being sever-
al thousand kilometers from any 
other Portuguese-speaking na-
tions.

“However, as each of these 
countries moves closer to having 
services-based knowledge econ-
omies, the need for domestic uni-
versities to act as economic driv-
ers will increase and, for that to 
happen, these institutions’ re-
search strength will need to be in-
creased. One therefore suspects 
that the emphasis on internation-
alization in these countries in the 
years to come will be with respect 
to international faculty coopera-

tion, or on increased outbound mo-
bility for graduate or postdoctoral 
students.”

NAFSA also released a separate 
report on Wednesday about the de-
cline in new international enroll-
ments in the U.S. The report, titled 
"Losing Talent: An Economic and 
Foreign Policy Risk America Can't 
Ignore," cites data from the annu-
al Open Doors report showing two 
consecutive years of declines in 
new international enrollments at 
U.S. colleges and notes survey data 
showing that "institutions continue 
to report that prospective interna-
tional students and their families 
are concerned about U.S. federal 
policies and rhetoric on immigra-
tion, along with apprehensions of 
personal safety and tense race re-
lations."

The report also cites Project Atlas 
data showing that the U.S. share of 
globally mobile students fell from 
28 percent in 2001 to 22 percent 
in 2018. "We are losing our market 
share of international students and 
scholars, while many other coun-
tries are proactively introducing na-
tional policies and marketing strate-
gies in order to attract these talent-
ed individuals," the report says.      ■

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/05/30/research-focuses-national-policies-supporting-internationalization-higher-education
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/05/30/research-focuses-national-policies-supporting-internationalization-higher-education
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/05/30/research-focuses-national-policies-supporting-internationalization-higher-education
http://www.nafsa.org/_/File/_/nafsa-losing-talent.pdf
http://www.nafsa.org/_/File/_/nafsa-losing-talent.pdf
http://www.nafsa.org/_/File/_/nafsa-losing-talent.pdf
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/11/13/new-international-student-enrollments-continue-decline-us-universities
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/11/13/new-international-student-enrollments-continue-decline-us-universities
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2018/11/13/new-international-student-enrollments-continue-decline-us-universities
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China Issues Warning to U.S.-Bound Students

China's Ministry of Education warns students 
of the risk of visa problems if they come to the U.S.

By Elizabeth Redden // June 4, 2019 

Xu Mei, spokeswoman for China's Ministry of Education, speaks 
at a news conference about new warning for U.S.-bound students.
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China’s Ministry of Education on 
Monday warned students inter-
ested in studying in the U.S. about 
potential difficulties getting visas 
from the American government.

“For some time, some of the vi-
sas for Chinese students studying 
in the United States have been re-
stricted,” the ministry said. “The 
visa review period has been ex-
tended, the validity period has been 
shortened and the refusal rate has 
increased. This has affected the 
Chinese students studying in the 
United States normally or success-
fully completing their studies in 
the United States. The Ministry of 
Education reminds students and 
scholars to strengthen risk assess-
ment before going abroad to study, 
enhance awareness of prevention 
and make appropriate prepara-
tions.”

The statement from China’s 
Ministry of Education comes amid 
increasing tensions between the 
U.S. and China over the issue of 
higher education and in the context 
of a broader trade war. The U.S. 
last year shortened the duration 
of visas for Chinese graduate stu-
dents in certain science, technol-
ogy, engineering and mathematics 
(STEM) fields from five years to one 
year, and Chinese-U.S. research 
collaborations have become the 
focus of intensified scrutiny from 
the White House, members of Con-
gress, scientific funding agencies 
and national security agencies, 
all of which have raised concerns 
about the risk of espionage and in-
tellectual property theft posed by 
Chinese students and scholars.

Outside the STEM fields, the US. 
has reportedly canceled visas for 

a number of Chinese professors af-
filiated with the state-run Chinese 
Academy of Social Sciences. And 
many colleges have closed their 
Confucius Institutes -- Chinese gov-
ernment-funded centers for lan-
guage education and cultural pro-
gramming -- amid growing criticism 
from U.S. lawmakers who argue that 
the institutes serve as platforms for 
Chinese propaganda. The defense 
spending act passed into law last 
year bars colleges that receive De-
fense Department funding for Chi-
nese language study from also host-
ing Confucius Institutes, a restriction 
that has contributed to the spate of 
closures.

"The United States rejects the un-
founded allegation of a widespread 
and baseless campaign to deny Chi-
nese visas," a State Department of-
ficial said. The official said that the 

https://www.insidehighered.com/users/elizabeth-redden
https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2018/05/30/us-limit-visa-length-some-chinese-students
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China Issues Warning to U.S.-Bound Students

Higher education is becoming increasingly 
a part of the battlefield. That has to do on the 

one hand with the number of international 
students but at the same time the knowledge 

economy and the importance of research  
and science.

“

“
majority of visa applicants receive 
visas valid for the maximum five 
years, though "regulations autho-
rize consular officers to limit the 
validity of any visa on a case-by-
case basis and as appropriate to 
the circumstances of each case." 
The official also said that in cases 
where visa applicants are found to 
require additional security screen-
ing, the visa will not be issued until 
the screening is completed. "The 
amount of time it takes to complete 
this additional screening depends 
on the individual circumstances of 
each case," the official said.

The State Department declined 
Inside Higher Ed's request to pro-
vide statistics on visa denial rates 
for Chinese students.

"The U.S. intelligence and law 
enforcement communities have 
identified an increasing number of 
instances in which foreign intelli-
gence services co-opt academics, 
researchers and others to conduct 
activities on behalf of foreign gov-
ernments during the individual’s 
stay in the United States," the State 
Department official said. "We can-
not publicly discuss details of any 
specific case; however, when such 
activity is identified, the appropriate 
U.S. agencies act to protect U.S. 
interests and U.S. persons using 
a variety of legal authorities under 
our rule of law."

More than 363,000 students from 
China studied at American colleges 
and universities in 2017-18, repre-
senting the largest single group of 
students by country of origin and 
accounting for fully a third of all 
international students in the U.S., 
according to data from the Institute 
of International Education. Chinese 
undergraduate students are an im-
portant source of tuition revenue for 
many colleges, and Chinese gradu-
ate students are an important part 

of American universities’ research 
enterprise. Students from China 
made up more than 12 percent of 
all students earning doctorates in 
science and engineering fields in 
the U.S. in 2017, according to data 
from the National Science Founda-
tion’s Survey of Earned Doctorates.

The number of Chinese students 
in the U.S. has not declined yet: the 
IIE data show a 2 percent gain in 
Chinese undergraduate students 
and a 4 percent gain in Chinese 
graduate students from fall 2017 
to fall 2018, while data from the 
Council of Graduate Schools found 
that the number of new Chinese 
students at American graduate 
schools did not change from fall 
2017 to fall 2018. But given how 
important Chinese students are to 
U.S. higher education and research, 
many are worried that a drop could 
be coming as tensions between 
China and the U.S. rise.

In a press conference Monday 
about the warning, Xu Yongji, the 
deputy director of the Chinese Min-
istry of Education's Department 
of International Cooperation and 
Exchange, said that educational 
cooperation with the U.S. "has be-
come increasingly complex in the 
context of Chinese and American 

frictions over trade. The American 
Congress and federal authorities 
have politicized certain normal 
educational exchange and coop-
eration activities between China 
and the U.S., oppressing them in 
the name of 'Chinese threats' and 
'Chinese infiltration.' Confucius In-
stitutes have been slandered as 
Chinese tools to expand political 
influence and disseminate values 
in the United States; Chinese stu-
dents and scholars have been ac-
cused of developing 'nontraditional 
espionage' activities as they are 
coming under undue interference."

Xu also cited statistics reflecting 
increased visa denial rates for gov-
ernment-funded students.

"According to statistics from Chi-
na Scholarship Council, in 2018, 
China planned to fund 10,313 stu-
dents to study in the U.S., but 331 
could not go due to visa reasons; 
this is 3.2 percent of the people in 
the program," Xu said. "Between 
January and March of 2019, Chi-
na planned to fund 1,353 students 
to study in the U.S., but 182 could 
not go due to visa reasons; this is 
13.5 percent of the people in the 
program. Since 2018, American re-
vocation or re-review of American 
visas for Chinese individuals for 
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https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/06/04/chinese-officials-warn-students-visa-problems- 
if-they-come-usRead Original Article

bility and rising forces of national-
ism.

"Because international students 
are so economically important, this 
instability will grow," de Wit said. 
"Higher education is becoming in-
creasingly a part of the battlefield. 
That has to do on the one hand 
with the number of international 
students but at the same time the 
knowledge economy and the im-
portance of research and science."

"This is in the context of this 
trade war but also in the context 
on both sides of suspicions of the 
other," said Richard Madsen, a re-
search professor and emeritus 
professor of sociology at the Uni-
versity of California, San Diego, and 
director of the Fudan-UC Center on 
Contemporary China

"There is talk in Washington, D.C., 
about dangers of Chinese spying 
and espionage and stealing of in-
tellectual property and so forth: you 
hear this from the director of the 
FBI and other voices in Washing-
ton and Congress. There's also a 
concern about so-called influence 
operations with the Confucius In-
stitutes being a major source of 
that, and therefore kind of a move 
for universities to get rid of these 
Confucius Institutes."

"On the Chinese side, there’s in-
tensified nationalism, and concerns 
about the United States either bul-

anti-espionage reasons has spread 
from the natural sciences to the 
social sciences. Recently, the Unit-
ed States also canceled 10-year vi-
sas for a group of Chinese scholars 
engaged in the study of China-U.S. 
relations.

"These actions have harmed the 
dignity of Chinese students study-
ing in the United States and have 
also seriously hurt the feelings of 
the Chinese people," Xu continued. 
"We can say that such American 
behavior is a cold snap for Chi-
nese-American educational ex-
change and cooperation. We hope 
that the United States will quick-
ly correct its erroneous ways and 
adopt a more proactive posture to 
do more that will benefit educa-
tional exchange and cooperation 
between the two countries, and to 
work hard to enhance the mutual 
understanding and friendship be-
tween the people of China and the 
United States."

Hans de Wit, the director of Bos-
ton College’s Center for Interna-
tional Higher Education, said both 
China and the U.S. are using edu-
cation "as part of the whole trade 
war to put pressure on each other."

De Wit, an Inside Higher Ed blog 
contributor, has written in these 
pages along with Philip Altbach 
about the vulnerability of interna-
tional student flows to global insta-

lying China or trying to affect Chi-
na in various ways. Issues like the 
Huawei issue" -- the Chinese tele-
com company that the U.S. has 
charged with stealing trade secrets 
and violating sanctions against 
Iran -- "are becoming important. 
There’s a fouling of relationships 
between the two countries that 
goes across a number of realms -- 
there’s the economic realm, there's 
the national defense realm, there’s 
the cultural realm -- these all come 
together and create increasing-
ly deteriorating relationships with 
China, and I presume that in the 
future that will affect things like in-
ternational students coming to the 
universities to study."

As to the effect of the ministry's 
statement in and of itself, Madsen 
said he thinks word had already 
gotten out in China about visa 
problems.

"I think families will look at their 
own experience and look at the 
knowledge they’ve gotten from 
friends and social networks and 
they will see if what the govern-
ment says corresponds to what 
they know from other sources," 
he said. "I think in this case it will 
correspond. Whether it will deeply 
change anyone’s opinion, I don’t 
know. I think for many people it 
simply told them what they already 
knew."            ■
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validating test use: https://bit.ly/2X6Rp41 and  
ets.org/gre/research.
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How ETS Reduces  
Barriers for Applicants

Free Resources and Services

Free Official Test Prep — Online practice that 
simulates the actual test, Analytical Writing topics,  
a 100-page math review and more:  
ets.org/gre/prepare.  

International Applicant Resources — Advice on 
applying to and managing the cost of graduate 
school, “how to” videos and much more:  
takethegre.com.   

In-Language Webinars — Learn about the test, 
discover prep tools and interact with a GRE test 
expert: ets.org/gre/webinars.

GRE® Search Service — Free opt-in service that 
connects test takers and graduate programs 
interested in them:  ets.org/gre/perfectmatch. 

Fee Reduction Program — 50 percent off the regular 
test fee plus free test prep for those who demonstrate 
financial need: ets.org/gre/feereductions.

Accommodations — Industry-leading support for 
test takers with disabilities and health-related needs: 
ets.org/gre/disabilities.  

ScoreSelect® Option — Allows test takers that test 
more than once to send only their best set of scores to 
schools: ets.org/gre/scoreselect.

Test Center Convenience — Year-round testing  
at 1,000+ centers in 160+ countries:  
ets.org/gre/testcenters. 

GRE Diagnostic Service — Free Quant and  
Verbal section performance insight for test takers:  
bit.ly/2pO0xIS. 

Official GRE® Advisor Kit — Presentations, materials 
and videos to help advisors guide prospective 
students to important information:  
ets.org/gre/institutions/prepare/advisor_kit. 

Learn more at www.ets.org/gre and www.takethegre.com.
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Over past 18 months, the White House, federal agencies and Congress  
have all signaled concerns about theft of sensitive academic research  
by foreign competitors. Here's what's been happening.

By Elizabeth Redden // April 16, 2019 

SOURCE: ISTOCK / BIRGITKORBER

Science vs. Security

Tension between national se-
curity and science -- by its nature 
open and international -- is nothing 
new.

But over the past year and a half, 
national security agencies, federal 
granting agencies, the White House 
and members of Congress have all 
signaled their increasing concern 
about international students or 
scholars who might seek to exploit 
the openness of the U.S. academ-
ic environment for their own -- or 
their nations' -- gain. And they’re 
signaling that when it comes to the 
balance between scientific open-
ness and national security -- and, 
to add a third dimension, economic 
competitiveness -- they’re not hap-
py with where that balance is being 
struck, especially when it comes to 
China.

Over the past year and a half, 
there has been a steady drumbeat 
of developments out of Washing-
ton on this issue. To summarize:

students in certain high-tech fields 
like aviation and robotics to one-
year visas, instead of the usual five.
■ Programs run by foreign gov-

ernments aimed at recruiting di-
asporic or international academ-
ic talent -- most notably China’s 
Thousand Talent program -- have 
also come under federal scrutiny. 
Speaking at a House armed ser-
vices committee hearing last June, 
Anthony M. Schinella, the national 
intelligence officer for military is-
sues in the Office of the Director 
of National Intelligence, said these 
talent programs "facilitate the 
transfer of foreign technology, in-
tellectual property and know-how 
to advance China’s science, tech-
nology and military modernization 
goals."
■ An amendment to the defense 

spending authorization bill last 
year would have barred Depart-
ment of Defense funding for any 
researcher “who has participated 

■ In December 2017, the White 
House released a national secu-
rity strategy that floated for the 
first time the possibility of restric-
tions on visas for STEM students 
from certain nations to prevent the 
transfer of intellectual property to 
competitor countries.
■ In February 2018, Federal 

Bureau of Investigation director 
Christopher Wray told the Senate 
intelligence committee that Chi-
na is exploiting America’s open 
research and development envi-
ronment and that the intelligence 
threat from China would require “a 
whole-of-society response” involv-
ing not just the intelligence sector, 
but the academic and private sec-
tors as well.
■ Congressional hearings with 

names like "Scholars or Spies: For-
eign Plots Targeting America’s Re-
search and Development" followed. 
In June, the State Department 
moved to restrict Chinese graduate 
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tities, or otherwise attempting to 
influence funding decisions”; and 
“failure by some researchers work-
ing at NIH-funded institutions in 
the U.S. to disclose substantial re-
sources from other organizations, 
including foreign governments, 
which threatens to distort deci-
sions about the appropriate use of 
NIH funds.”

The NIH has reportedly sent let-
ters to dozens of research univer-
sities asking them to provide in-
formation on specific researchers 
believed to have undisclosed links 
to foreign governments, and Sena-
tor Charles Grassley, a Republican 
from Iowa, shared in February that 
the Department of Health and Hu-
man Services' Office of Inspector 
General had been referred a num-
ber of cases involving allegations 
that principal investigators on NIH 
grants had failed to disclose for-
eign affiliations. An NIH working 
group on foreign influences on re-
search integrity comprised mostly 
of university leaders came out with 
a report in December with a series 
of recommendations for both the 
agency and universities to improve 
disclosure, training and communi-
cation, peer review, and monitoring 
processes.

Bound up in all of this is a broader 
scrutiny of U.S. universities’ collab-
orations with China and their ac-
ceptance of funding from Chinese 
government agencies or compa-
nies. This scrutiny manifests most 
prominently in calls from lawmak-
ers for universities to close their 
Chinese-government funded Con-
fucius Institutes. A wave of U.S. 
colleges has announced closures 
of the institutes, which typically 
focus on Chinese language educa-
tion and cultural programming, as 
pressures for them to do so have 
increased.

Universities have also come un-
der criticism from lawmakers for 
accepting research funding from 
Huawei, the Chinese telecom giant 
that has been charged with violat-
ing U.S. sanctions and attempting 
to steal trade secrets. Some major 
research universities have cut ties 
with the company or pledged not 
to accept future funding. The Mas-
sachusetts Institute of Technology 
is the latest university to announce 
it will not accept new funding from 
Huawei or another Chinese tele-
com company, ZTE. MIT also an-
nounced that it would add an extra 
layer of review for all collaborations 
involving people or entities from 
China (including Hong Kong), Rus-
sia and Saudi Arabia.

So that's the overview. And all 
this is taking place in the context of 
President Trump’s trade war with 
China and an increasingly compet-
itive relationship between the two 
countries.

Big picture, what appears to 
be driving this intensified scruti-
ny across the various agencies of 
the federal government and the 
Congress is a conviction that if ac-
ademics and other guardians of 
high-tech knowledge are not more 
careful, the U.S. risks letting other 
countries -- most notably China 
-- steal the fruits of U.S. taxpay-
er-funded research and cheat their 
way into gaining a technical edge 
in certain crucial science and tech-
nology fields.

And it’s not just primacy in fields 
with obvious national security-re-
lated implications that’s at issue: 
at stake as well is U.S. dominance 
in the biomedical and life scienc-
es and the economic advantage 
that comes with that. As Grass-
ley said in a February statement 
about foreign threats to NIH-fund-
ed research, "These projects can 

in or is currently participating in a 
foreign talent or expert recruitment 
program” operated by China, Iran, 
North Korea or Russia. Although 
the amendment wasn’t included in 
the final bill, the version of the bill 
that was signed into law in August 
includes language calling for fur-
ther study of foreign talent recruit-
ment programs and the develop-
ment of relevant regulations.
■ More recently, in January of 

this year, the Department of Ener-
gy, which funds research related to 
nuclear energy, issued a memo re-
stricting employees and grantees 
from participating in foreign talent 
recruitment programs operated by 
countries deemed by the agency 
as “sensitive.” A DOE official said 
the policy, which would affect tal-
ent programs operated by China, 
Iran, North Korea and Russia, has 
not yet been put in place.

Moreover, it’s not just interna-
tional collaborations in research 
funded by the Defense and Ener-
gy Departments with their obvious 
national security implications that 
have come under increased scru-
tiny over the past 18 months. For-
eign collaborations in the biomedi-
cal sciences have, too.

In August, the executive direc-
tor of the National Institutes for 
Health, Francis S. Collins, sent a 
letter to grantees saying the agen-
cy “is aware that some foreign 
entities have mounted systemat-
ic programs to influence NIH re-
searchers and peer reviewers.” The 
letter outlined three main areas of 
concern: “diversion of intellectual 
property (IP) in grant applications 
or produced by NIH-supported bio-
medical research to other entities, 
including other countries”; “sharing 
of confidential information on grant 
applications by NIH peer reviewers 
with others, including foreign en-
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I think we’re going to go through some 
growing pains of how do we balance our ability 
to be an open nation, the ability to collaborate 
with some of our international partners, while 

also balancing our commercial interests  
and national security interests. We’re just 

going through a new phase.

“

“

produce important breakthroughs 
for patients and industry, keeping 
America at the cutting edge. I in-
tend to continue scrutinizing this 
area so taxpayers get their money’s 
worth when funding this research 
and foreign actors can’t pilfer the 
good work done by legitimate re-
searchers."

“This is about not only protecting 
our national security interests, but 
it’s also protecting our commercial 
interests,” said Joanne Carney, the 
director of government relations at 
the American Association for the 
Advancement of Science. “That’s 
an element of national security. 
Trying to balance our ability to be 
an innovative nation and protect 
our commercial interests is some-
thing that I think is a priority for 
the current administration. I think 
we’re going to go through some 
growing pains of how do we bal-
ance our ability to be an open na-
tion, the ability to collaborate with 
some of our international partners, 
while also balancing our commer-
cial interests and national security 
interests. We’re just going through 
a new phase.”

"I don’t think it’s necessarily that 
anything has changed so much 
as there’s just a growing aware-
ness that there is a potential issue," 
said M. Roy Wilson, the president 
of Wayne State University and co-
chair of the NIH working group on 
foreign influences on research in-
tegrity. "I do want to emphasize I 
think everybody on the committee 
-- most of us were university pres-
idents -- were very, very, very sen-
sitive to the fact that most foreign 
scientists who get NIH grants and 
who collaborate with scientists 
here, the vast, vast majority are 
very productive and have contrib-
uted a huge amount to science and 
are playing by the rules. We want to 

scholars from China and elsewhere 
around the globe is therefore criti-
cal to the U.S. remaining a leader in 
science and technology research.

Science is international, and it's 
also open: long-standing U.S. gov-
ernment policy holds that funda-
mental research -- defined as "ba-
sic and applied research in science 
and engineering, the results of 
which ordinarily are published and 
shared broadly within the scientif-
ic community" -- should be unre-
stricted "to the maximum extent 
possible."

That said, the U.S. does have laws 
and systems in place to protect re-
search that is considered sensitive. 
Research can be deemed classi-
fied -- and many research univer-
sities have faculty who do govern-
ment-funded classified research. 
Technologies deemed sensitive for 
their potential “dual use” implica-
tions -- both military and commer-
cial purposes -- can be subject to 
export controls by the Department 
of Commerce, including "deemed 
export" rules that prohibit transfer 
of the technology to foreign na-
tionals who are present within the 
U.S. The Department of State regu-
lates export of certain technologies 

make sure that we don’t stigmatize 
the overwhelming majority of for-
eign investigators. But having said 
that, there’s just a growing aware-
ness that there has been some 
small but nonetheless important 
problem that has to be addressed."

The Risk
The U.S. academic research in-

frastructure is highly reliant on 
international students and schol-
ars, and Chinese nationals make 
up the single largest group of stu-
dents and visiting scholars alike. 
Students from China earned 5,157 
doctorates in science and engi-
neering fields at American univer-
sities in 2017, accounting for more 
than 12 percent of the 41,438 doc-
torates awarded in science and en-
gineering fields in the U.S. that year, 
according to data from the Nation-
al Science Foundation’s Survey of 
Earned Doctorates. In the fields 
of engineering and mathematics 
and computer sciences, interna-
tional students in general (not just 
students from China) make up the 
majority of students earning doc-
torates at U.S. universities. Many in 
higher education argue that Amer-
ican universities’ ability to continue 
to attract talented students and 

https://www.insidehighered.com/college/172644/wayne-state-university
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subject to arms control regula-
tions, and the Department of Trea-
sury enforces economic and trade 
sanctions.

But security officials say the na-
tional security risk is increasing. A 
2018 report from a Pentagon enti-
ty, the Defense Innovation Unit, on 
China’s technology transfer am-
bitions stated that “Chinese sci-
ence and engineering students fre-
quently master technologies that 
later become critical to key military 
systems, amounting over time to 
unintentional violations of U.S. ex-
port control laws. The phenomena 
of graduate student research in-
creasingly having national security 
implications will inevitably increase 
as the distinction between military 
and civilian technology blurs.”

Science vs. Security

tion.
"There are indications that the 

U.S. government is now strength-
ening measures to prevent the 
theft of sensitive technology and 
intellectual property that is being 
developed on U.S. campuses," the 
report states. "These measures 
may require heightened screening 
and, in some cases, outright deni-
als of visas to individuals from cer-
tain state-run institutions or even 
from certain sensitive research 
fields. Such calls have understand-
ably prompted concern from the 
academic community, fearing that 
this will undermine the principles 
of academic freedom, hinder col-
laboration and deny American 
universities access to a rich talent 
pool. These reservations are mer-
ited and require that any tightening 
of visa categories be as narrow as 
possible."

Competition With China 
and Fears of Racial Profiling
Robert Daly, director of the Wil-

son Center’s Kissinger Institute on 
China, describes the intensified fo-
cus on research security as “a cen-
tral part of the American response 
to China, to its emergence as a 
peer competitor and to aspects 
of its ambition and to many of its 
methods -- not all of which are to 
be attacked and demonized but 
some of which are problematic.”

“It’s in the universities that you 
see it most starkly -- although 
universities aren’t the only place 
-- where America’s core values of 
security are at odds with America’s 
core values of openness, and we 
haven’t yet made a decision about 
how we are going to continue to 
value openness in light of security 
concerns,” Daly said. “And there’s a 
third tranche, which is the value of 
the market and market economic 
behavior, which also is at odds with 

Priestap argued that colleges 
and universities need to do more 
to educate faculty and students 
about how to protect intellectual 
property and to mitigate threats. 
“These schools would also be well 
served to recognize that, as stew-
ards of taxpayer research dollars, 
they must implement clearer -- and 
in some cases more restrictive -- 
guidelines regarding funding use, 
lab access, collaboration policy, 
foreign government partnership, 
nondisclosure agreements and 
patent applications,” he said.

Reports from several nongov-
ernmental groups have also raised 
concerns and suggested that uni-
versities and/or governments may 
need to consider more restrictive 
policies. A report from an Austra-
lian think tank released in October 
found that China has sponsored 
more than 2,500 military scientists 
and engineers to study at overseas 
universities since 2007 and argues 
that current policies of universities 
and governments do not adequate-
ly address scientific collaborations 
with the People's Liberation Army.

“To date, there’s been no sig-
nificant public discussion on why 
universities should be directly con-
tributing to the technology of a 
nonallied military,” says the report, 
authored by researcher Alex Joske. 
“Importantly, there’s also little evi-
dence that universities are making 
any meaningful distinction between 
collaboration with the Chinese mil-
itary and the rest of their collabora-
tion with China.”

Another report from a group of 
China specialists published by the 
Hoover Institution, "China's Influ-
ence and American Interests: Pro-
moting Constructive Vigilance," 
also addresses the loss of sensitive 
or proprietary technology through 
academic instruction or coopera-

“U.S. academic environments of-
fer valuable, vulnerable and viable 
targets for foreign espionage,” E. 
W. Priestap, then the assistant di-
rector of the counterintelligence di-
vision for the FBI, said in prepared 
congressional testimony last year. 
“These environments offer visiting 
academics access to cutting-edge 
research, advanced technology, 
data about technologies that may 
later be further developed in clas-
sified environments, world-class 
equipment and expertise, free 
exchange of ideas, and substan-
tial private-sector and govern-
ment-backed funding.”

SOURCE: GETTY IMAGES / CONTRIBUTOR
E. W. Priestap
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These measures may require heightened  
screening and, in some cases, outright denials 
of visas to individuals from certain state-run 

institutions or even from certain sensitive research 
fields. Such calls have understandably prompted 

concern from the academic community,  
fearing that this will undermine the principles  

of academic freedom.

“

“
both openness and security and 
aspects of that play within the uni-
versity setting as well.”

“From the security end of this, 
the question is why are we training 
China’s best and brightest to com-
pete with us more effectively?” Daly 
asked. “That’s not a silly question. 
You might have a good answer 
for that, and one of the answers 
is over the last 40 years, America 
has tremendously benefited from 
Chinese talent. It’s a complicated 
question. There’s a real danger of 
racial profiling and there’s a danger 
of McCarthyist views, and yet even 
when you say that, when you strip 
it away, the security concerns re-
main legitimate because we know 
a good deal about China’s ambi-
tions at this point.”

The risk of racial profiling has, 
however, sparked concern. Repre-
sentative Judy Chu, a Democratic 
congresswoman from California 
and the chair of the Congressio-
nal Asian Pacific American Cau-
cus, objected last year to what she 
described as efforts by Congress 
"to fuel the dangerous narrative 
that students from China should 
be viewed with more scrutiny than 
those from other countries."

A letter published in Science last 
month from several groups of Chi-
nese or Chinese American scien-
tists also raises concerns about 
"the recent political rhetoric and 
policies that single out students 
and scholars of Chinese descent 
working in the United States as 
threats to U.S. national interests." 
The letter expresses the writers' 
"sincere hope that increased se-
curity measures will not be used to 
tarnish law-abiding scientists and 
limit normal and productive scien-
tific exchanges."

William Brustein, the vice pres-
ident for global strategies and in-

they’re being trained or indoctrinat-
ed to come over here to be spies. I 
worry about where this is all going.”

The View From Campuses
University leaders say the in-

creased scrutiny from Washington 
is having an effect on their cam-
puses.

“I do think that all of these letters 
both from the agencies and from 
Congress and specific callouts 
in federal legislation have led to a 
sense of angst at universities,” said 
Sandra A. Brown, the vice chancel-
lor for research at the University of 
California, San Diego. "I think every-
body does feel it is a time of greater 
scrutiny. I’m reminding our faculty 
that we have normal processes 
in place to be monitoring these 
kinds of engagements and we are 
reminding them of what they are, 
helping them with any questions 
that they might have and meeting 
with them individually as needed 
with regards to their individual sit-
uations."

"[The greater scrutiny] impacts 
both issues that relate to foreign 
collaborations at the investiga-
tor level and institutional collab-
orations but also the student side 
of things can’t be missed," Brown 

ternational affairs at West Virginia 
University, said he has grown in-
creasingly concerned about the 
"China bashing" he hears from 
Washington.

“These programs that they’re 
targeting -- the Confucius Insti-
tutes, the talent programs -- there 
hasn’t recently in the last few years 
been a nuanced and a balanced 
approach to talking about the pros 
and the cons,” he said. “I would 
think it would be a big detriment to 
both countries if we continue down 
this road and we start seeing the 
end of Chinese student growth in 
America. To portray it as if all these 
people who are coming over are 
working somehow for the People’s 
Liberation Army or national secu-
rity apparatus in China is so faulty, 
so wrong. Most of these people 
coming over, they want to get a top-
notch education, their parents are 
putting all their resources into the 
hopes that maybe they’ll be able to 
get an H-1B visa, stay in the Unit-
ed States and have a career here. 
Or if they go back to China, they’ll 
be able to land greater opportuni-
ties there, whether it’s in business 
or some kind of government posi-
tion. But nevertheless, it’s not as if 
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https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/04/16/federal-granting-agencies-and- 
lawmakers-step-scrutiny-foreign-researchRead Original Article

said. "Faculty are getting nervous 
about bringing students that in the 
past they may never have been 
concerned about."

At the same time, she said, “I do 
think that this challenge has result-
ed in enhancements in communi-
cations between the universities 
and federal agencies, not just fed-
eral funding agencies, but national 
security agencies, the FBI, and all 
of those communications, I think, 
in the end, will be a good thing.”

Tobin Smith, vice president for 
policy at the Association of Amer-
ican Universities, said the associ-
ation has been sharing best prac-
tices, “whether it’s training to make 
people aware of these things, 
whether it’s compliance with ex-
port control rules. There’s a lot of 
sharing of information around what 
campuses have been doing that 
they feel are effective practices in 
this area and what they have just 
started doing in light of some of the 
concerns that have come from NIH 
and some of the other agencies.”

ley said. “How do we monitor this? 
Do we do random audits, or are 
there red flags we look at? That’s 
where the partnership with the se-
curity agencies becomes so im-
portant. It becomes critical that we 
have information that can help us 
identify if cases have taken place in 
NIH or other agencies where people 
were not following the rules: What 
are some of the signal or signs that 
might have helped detect this?”

"There’s a tension that always 
exists," Stanley said. "I chaired the 
National Science Advisory Board 
for Biosecurity for eight years; it 
taught me a lot. The security agen-
cies really spend a lot of time think-
ing about how to protect assets. 
That’s what they do, and they do 
very well."

“Of course, we in science think 
a lot about how you generate new 
knowledge and how you dissemi-
nate as broadly as possible so oth-
er people can push the field further. 
Those two are in fundamental con-
flict. Finding middle ground some-
times is difficult.”         ■

"I can tell you the leading research 
universities and the administrators 
at the universities are giving this a 
significant amount of attention and 
taking this set of issues very seri-
ously," Smith said.

"The focus on what universities 
should be doing, I think, are real-
ly reminiscent of what we do in 
a number of areas related to re-
search -- one is educating faculty 
and staff about issues in this area 
to make sure that they understand 
that they need to be disclosing who 
they’re working with, particularly if 
they have international collabora-
tors. If they’re receiving money, re-
ceiving resources, if NIH-supported 
work is taking place overseas, that 
needs to be disclosed," said Sam-
uel L. Stanley Jr., the president of 
the State University of New York at 
Stony Brook and a member of the 
NIH working group on foreign influ-
ences on research integrity.

“The more problematic thing is, 
we really work on a system of trust 
-- we ask people to disclose,” Stan-
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Students reported that Weber re-
peatedly made comments like “you 
are not a U.S. citizen/American, you 
don’t know what I’m talking about, 
you don’t get me.” He also allegedly 
said he had expelled a Chinese stu-
dent in the past to deter him or her 
from cheating.

Weber also allegedly posted a 
message to students on a learning 
management system -- a copy of 
which was provided to Inside Higher 
Ed -- that partially attributed stu-
dents’ apparent lack of interest in 
integrity to their culture. The mes-
sage said, “You appear to be more 
focused on your grade than on the 
integrity of the profession and the 
M.S.A. [presumably the master of 
science in accounting] program. 
While we recognize that a portion 
of this is cultural, the purpose for 
many of you in obtaining an edu-

A series of recent reported in-
cidents have raised the specter of 
tensions between faculty members 
and the international students they 
teach.

The most recent such incident in-
volved the resignation of a profes-
sor from the University of Maryland 
at College Park -- first reported by 
WAMU 88.5 -- after the professor, 
David Weber, accused a group of 
students from China of cheating 
and was accused in turn of dis-
criminating against students based 
on their race and national origin.

Samantha Wu, who is from China, 
was taking a forensic auditing class 
in Maryland’s business school last 
fall. The class had two sections, one 
taught by Weber and one, in which 
she was enrolled, taught by David 
Hilton. Wu reported that on Nov. 7 
Weber came into another class she 

was taking, a business ethics class 
taught by Jeffrey Milton, with a list 
of names of students he believed 
cheated on the final exam in the fo-
rensic accounting class.

In a complaint submitted to the 
Office of Civil Rights and Sexual 
Misconduct, Wu and others said 
Weber began yelling things to the 
class like, “All Chinese students 
cheated their way into [the] United 
States” and “You will all be expelled, 
your visas will be revoked, and you 
will have to go back to China.”

“This whole tirade lasted more 
than 30 minutes, and then he just 
departed the class with students 
full of shock,” Wu said in an inter-
view.

“This course consisted of more 
than 90 percent Chinese students.”

Wu and other complainants said 
this was not an isolated incident. 

By Elizabeth Redden // March 21, 2019 

Professor at Maryland who allegedly accused all Chinese students  
of cheating resigns, the latest in a series of incidents involving  
tensions between faculty and international students.

Tensions Over International Students

SOURCE: ISTOCK / DANE_MARK
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It isn’t proper to label an  
entire group of students based on nationality 
as being ‘cheaters.’ That isn’t fair to the many 

Chinese students who don’t cheat.

“

“
tus under United States civil rights 
laws, is wrong and is not tolerated. 
Maryland Smith is strongly com-
mitted to creating and promoting 
a culture that is fair, equitable and 
respectful to all students.”

According to Maryland's state-
ment, the dean of the Smith School 
of Business sent a personal apolo-
gy to affected students on Nov. 10. 
“The Smith School takes all allega-
tions of discrimination seriously. 
When allegations of discrimination 
are received, they are forwarded for 
investigation and due process is 
followed,” the statement said.

“The employee in question has 
resigned his employment and is no 
longer teaching at the university.”

Weber did not respond to mul-
tiple messages from Inside High-
er Ed seeking comment. Weber’s 
lawyer -- as identified in the WAMU 
coverage -- also did not respond to 
requests for comment. The lawyer, 
Brian Mahany, sent a statement to 
WAMU contesting the words at-
tributed to Weber and saying that 
he referred to students’ nationality 
when making the cheating allega-
tions because the consequences 
for cheating for international stu-
dents -- who stand to lose their 
visas if they are expelled -- are se-

rious. “The purpose of this discus-
sion was to consider the serious-
ness of the cheating allegations, 
not to discriminate,” Mahany said 
in a written statement to WAMU.

Weber told WAMU he encoun-
tered more cheating in the graduate 
accounting program at Maryland 
-- which enrolls a large Chinese 
student population -- than in other 
programs in which he'd taught. “I 
believe that culture and upraising 
does play a role in cheating,” Weber 
said in writing to WAMU. “There is 
no question that there is a different 
rule-following and rule-breaking 
culture between the U.S. and Chi-
na.”

“Does that mean that Chinese 
students are more prone to cheat? 
No,” Weber said to WAMU. “It isn’t 
proper to label an entire group of 
students based on nationality as 
being ‘cheaters.’ That isn’t fair to 
the many Chinese students who 
don’t cheat.”

Weber also told WAMU that he 
was trying to uphold Maryland's 
academic honesty policy. “It is my 
fear that, despite the honor code, 
the school administration will not 
always support faculty members 
who report cheating, in contrast 
to what the policy actually says,” 

cation based on … the American 
accounting system is to learn how 
we conduct business in the United 
States. Generally, business is con-
ducted in the United States in full 
conformity with the law, rules and 
appropriate conduct at all times. 
This is not lip service: when mis-
conduct is detected in U.S.-based 
business, as we learned in class, in-
vestigations are opened into those 
who do not comply with the rules, 
and when rule breakers are caught, 
they are punished harshly.” The 
message was co-signed by Weber 
and Hilton.

Wu said she was among a group 
of students who was referred to 
the Office of Student Conduct and 
was accused of using a test bank. 
The charges against her were dis-
missed following a review of the ev-
idence, according to a Dec. 5 memo 
from the student conduct office she 
shared with Inside Higher Ed. Of 
other students who were accused, 
she said two others had their cas-
es dismissed, one went forward to 
a hearing and was vindicated, and 
one admitted to wrongdoing.

Meanwhile the Office of Civ-
il Rights and Sexual Misconduct 
found that Weber violated Mary-
land’s nondiscrimination policy in 
relation to five of the seven incidents 
it investigated, including the Nov. 7 
incident in Milton’s classroom (Mil-
ton referred a request for comment 
to the business school’s media re-
lations office, as did the professor 
who taught the other section of the 
forensic auditing class, Hilton).

A spokeswoman for Maryland de-
clined to comment on the OCRSM 
investigation, but issued the follow-
ing written statement: “All students, 
including international students, 
are entitled to respect, and target-
ing or profiling based on nationality, 
ethnicity or any other protected sta-
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international students and discrim-
ination to suggest that it should 
not be seen as an isolated incident 
and that it pointed to a need for 
universities to provide more sup-
port and resources for faculty who 
are teaching in international class-
rooms. 

Marcelo Barros, founder of the In-
ternational Advantage, a company 
that advises international students 
who seek U.S. career opportunities, 
said the incident at Duke and others 
raise a question for him.

“I wonder given my work in high-
er ed with international students if 
we have a deep systematic issue 
around a general resentment to-
wards international students that 
gets reflected in these outbursts 
from faculty,” he said. 

“We talk about globalizing the 
campus and bringing internation-
al diversity. We talk about that as 
being beautiful and romantic. But 
such incidents tell me that we still 
have a long ways to go in terms of 
making our international students 
truly feel welcomed at our U.S. uni-
versities. Our words need to match 
our actions and behavior.”         ■

wrote Weber. “This is especially 
when the program in which cheat-
ing occurs is one of the most prof-
itable programs for the university.”

The incident at Maryland follows 
on several other news reports about 
tensions involving faculty and in-
ternational students, in particular 
Chinese students. The number of 
students from China on U.S. cam-
puses has more than quadrupled in 
the past decade, and many colleges 
have eagerly recruited Chinese stu-
dents in part for the tuition dollars 
they bring.

Among the other cases, the Los 
Angeles Times reported in Decem-
ber that faculty at the University 
of California, Santa Barbara, were 
concerned about rates of cheating 
by Chinese students and their En-
glish proficiency levels. Faculty said 
they had been asking the university 
to improve screening of students' 
English language levels and offer 
more remedial help and instruc-
tion in university norms, including 
norms relating to classroom be-
havior and academic integrity. One 
professor who spoke out said the 
decision to do so did not come eas-

ily, but that he was worried that fail-
ure to address the problems would 
inflame anti-Asian biases.

The Lawrence Journal-World re-
ported earlier this month that an 
electrical engineering professor at 
the University of Kansas was sus-
pended from teaching a class after 
he told a student using a translator 
on a cellphone to “learn English” 
and other students took offense. In 
this case it is not clear where this 
student was from and whether he 
or she was an international student. 
The professor involved, Gary Mind-
en, declined Inside Higher Ed's re-
quest for comment.

Finally, a Duke University pro-
fessor’s email from January ad-
monishing Chinese students for 
speaking their native language in 
the student lounge -- and advising 
them that failure to speak in En-
glish while in the academic building 
could have negative effects on their 
opportunities to secure internships 
and research opportunities with 
faculty -- attracted widespread 
condemnation on the campus and 
beyond. The case prompted schol-
ars who study issues relating to 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/03/21/maryland-professor-resigns-after-allegedly-making-discriminatory-comments-about
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https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/02/05/weighing-duke-case-experts-discuss-discrimination-against-international-students-and
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/02/05/weighing-duke-case-experts-discuss-discrimination-against-international-students-and
https://www.iie.org/en/Research-and-Insights/Open-Doors/Fact-Sheets-and-Infographics/Leading-Places-of-Origin-Fact-Sheets
https://www.latimes.com/local/education/la-me-edu-uc-santa-barbara-chinese-students-20181213-story.html
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By Colleen Flaherty // June 7, 2019 

New study finds discrimination against women and racial minorities 
in hiring in the sciences. The study's about postdocs, but it has important 
implications for all of academe.

(More) Bias in Science Hiring

SOURCE: ISTOCK / FIZKES

identical qualifications but different 
names: apparently female or male, 
and white, black, Asian or Latinx.

Still, there were some differences 
observed between biologists and 
physicists. Namely, biologists did 
not discriminate against women 
in terms of who they would hire or 
find competent on a scale of one to 
nine.

Candidates with women’s 
names were rated as more lik-
able than men by both physicists 
and biologists. Physicists rated 
male candidates as more compe-
tent and worth hiring than female 
candidates, and Asian and white 
candidates as more competent 
and hireable than black and Lat-
inx candidates. Black women and 
Latinx women and men candidates 
were rated significantly lower than 

A major 2012 study revealed 
significant gender bias in hiring in 
the natural sciences: male and fe-
male scientists alike discriminated 
against hypothetical undergrad-
uate female candidates for a lab 
manager position whose CVs were 
identical to those of male candi-
dates. The scientists rated wom-
en as less competent and even 
recommended paying them much 
less than men.

The lead author of that study pi-
loted a similar experiment based 
on racial bias in the sciences there-
after. But she found that partici-
pants, many of whom were familiar 
with her earlier work, guessed what 
she was up to. She had to abandon 
the project to avoid compromising 
the data -- you can’t test people’s 
unconscious biases when they’re 

made conscious of them. More 
cynically, people are less prone to 
acting on their biases when they 
know someone’s watching.

Years later, another group of sci-
entists has managed to carry out a 
study on racial bias in hiring in the 
sciences, concerning postdoctoral 
researchers in physics and biology. 
The experiment also included gen-
der, to see how racial and gender 
biases intersect.

The results, published this week 
in Sex Roles, are startling in their 
magnitude. They also have major 
institutional policy implications, 
and not just for hiring.

Consistent with their hypotheses, 
the researchers found that scien-
tists operated on a slew of stereo-
types when asked to consider hy-
pothetical postdoc candidates with 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2012/09/21/study-offers-new-evidence-scientists-are-biased-against-women
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11199-019-01052-w


Recruiting International Graduate Students in a Challenging Environment  |  25

(More) Bias in Science Hiring

Source: Jessica Saunders

all other candidates in physics, as 
well.

In biology, faculty raters saw 
Asian candidates as more compe-
tent and worthy of hiring than black 
candidates and as more hireable 
than Latinx candidates.

Again, the gender effect was ab-
sent in biology. Still, women of col-
or took a double hit.

“Taken together, our findings lend 
experimental support to the double 
bind and unique challenges faced 
by women of color in science,” the 
paper says, citing research by Joan 
C. Williams and her daughter, Ra-
chel Dempsey, on workplace bias 
against women. “Prior research 
has found that women of color not 
only experience the bias patterns 
encountered by white women, but 
also report biased experiences that 
differ from those of white women.”

Black women are more likely to 
experience isolation in the acade-
my than white women, for example, 
the study says. Latinas, meanwhile, 
“report levels of disrespect and ac-
cent discrimination not reported by 
other women.”

Design and Implications
Like the 2012 study on gender 

alone, the new study was relatively 
simple in its design. Researchers 
asked professors of physics and 

https://muse.jhu.edu/book/27899
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intersects with gender. 
The fact that the new study’s 

authors were able to pull off what 
they did, undetected, is no small 
feat, she added. Still, Moss-Ra-
cusin said she was sadly unsur-
prised by the magnitude of the ef-
fect observed.

“We’ve had anecdotal evidence 
of this effect for quite some time,” 
Moss-Racusin said, “so the fact 
that we have such clear demon-
stration of it from sound experi-
mental research is really powerful, 
and it should catch the attention of 
the scientific community.”

Like others who have discussed 
and shared the research online and 
elsewhere, Moss-Racusin high-
lighted the lack of a gender bias 
effect in biology as compared to 
physics. She said that might be 
because there are more women in 
biology than in physics, but there’s 
no way to know for sure. Her study, 
involving scientists in several fields, 
didn’t find evidence of interfield dif-
ferences.

As for what Moss-Racusin called 
the “million-dollar question" -- how 
to move the dial on gender and ra-
cial bias in hiring in science -- she 
said blind hiring would make a dif-
ference, in theory.

ty of Nevada at Las Vegas, said her 
team’s work was inspired by the 
2012 paper on gender bias in hiring 
in the sciences. While that paper 
focused on undergraduates, Saun-
ders and her co-authors decided to 
frame their work around postdocs. 
Why? These positions are a “criti-
cal step in the academic pipeline, 
potentially even more important 
than lab manager positions,” she 
said. Saunders also noted that her 
team mailed CVs directly to facul-
ty members, who make hiring de-
cisions such as these on a regular 
basis.

Asked whether her results would 
hold across the sciences or beyond, 
Saunders hesitated and cited the 
difference even between biology 
and physics. She expressed hope 
that potential hiring biases across 
academe would be addressed by 
the paper's recommendations 
(more on that later).

Corinne Moss-Racusin, asso-
ciate professor of psychology at 
Skidmore College and lead author 
of the 2012 paper on gender bias 
in hiring, said the new study mat-
ters because it documents that this 
kind of discrimination exists years 
later -- and because it extends the 
research to include race and how it 

biology at eight public research 
universities to read and evaluate 
the CV of a hypothetical recent 
Ph.D. in their respective fields who 
was looking for a postdoctoral po-
sition. The CVs varied only in can-
didates' gender and race, as indi-
cated by their first and last names. 
The names and presumed identi-
ties were as follows: Bradley Mill-
er (white man), Claire Miller (white 
woman), Zhang Wei [David] (Asian 
man), Wang Li [Lily] (Asian woman), 
Jamal Banks (black man), Shanice 
Banks (black woman), José Rodri-
guez (Latino man) and Maria Ro-
driguez (Latina woman).

Of the 635 tenured and ten-
ure-track professors in the partici-
pant pool who were mailed surveys 
and study materials, some 251 
faculty members responded (about 
a 40 percent response rate). Ninety 
percent of physicist respondents 
were male, compared to 65 percent 
of biologists.

Participants were told that the 
study was about how CV formatting 
and design styles influence science 
professors' perceptions of postdoc 
candidates. To maintain the cov-
er story, the researchers included 
questions about that purported 
topic, which they later tossed. They 
were, of course, much more inter-
ested in the next set of questions, 
which asked participants to assess 
the hireability, competence, likabil-
ity and competitiveness of a given 
postdoctoral candidate. More spe-
cifically, the scientists were asked 
survey questions about the post-
doc’s overall competitiveness, the 
likelihood he or she would be hired 
at their institution, and his or her 
competence and likability.

Study co-author and psycholo-
gist Jessica Saunders, a postdoc 
research associate at the Women’s 
Institute of Nevada at the Universi-

We’ve had anecdotal evidence 
of this effect for quite some time, so the fact 
that we have such clear demonstration of it 
from sound experimental research is really 
powerful, and it should catch the attention 

of the scientific community.

“

“
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https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/06/07/new-study-finds-discrimination-against- 
women-and-racial-minorities-hiring-sciencesRead Original Article

that hiring materials only include 
surnames to match the informa-
tion found in citations. The paper 
also suggests adopting antibias 
trainings to target intersectional 
identities, such as gender and race, 
simultaneously. And the research-
ers recommend that all search de-
cisions “be undertaken by a com-
mittee, providing additional checks 
and balances.”

Moss-Racusin said there’s no 
reason to believe that the new pa-
per's results wouldn’t apply to fac-
ulty hiring, as well.

“Sorry,” she said.          ■

somewhat dangerous to use short-
cuts, such as blind hiring, to over-
come biases, in that it may make 
people feel “morally credentialed.” 
Real progress requires more than 
that from both faculty members 
and the institution. Ideas include 
rethinking paid parental leave and 
other policies that might feed some 
of the biases in the first place.

“This is about shifting attitudes 
and shifting the systems that those 
attitudes exist in.”

Saunders agreed that it’s gener-
ally not possible to make CVs com-
pletely blind. So the paper suggests 

In reality, she said, at least in 
academe, it’s impossible to truly 
blind a hiring committee to a can-
didate’s race or gender throughout 
the process. Academic CVs include 
publications, for example -- a quick 
google of which reveals authors. 
There are ways to avoid that, too, 
such as quantifying research im-
pact without naming a specific ar-
ticle. But then there are interviews.

“The short or final list of candi-
dates still comes down to human 
beings making decisions about 
other human beings,” she said.

Moss-Racusin said it’s also 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/06/07/new-study-finds-discrimination-against-women-and-racial-minorities-hiring-sciences
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/06/07/new-study-finds-discrimination-against-women-and-racial-minorities-hiring-sciences
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/06/07/new-study-finds-discrimination-against-women-and-racial-minorities-hiring-sciences


Recruiting International Graduate Students in a Challenging Environment  |  28

to-degree requirements for many 
humanities Ph.D. programs.

The current structure of those 
programs is designed to train 
their students to become profes-
sors. This entails a litany of dis-
cipline-specific seminars, com-
prehensive exams and course 
teaching. But the problem is that 
such departmental requirements 
are antiquated, as many Ph.D.s are 
not getting tenure-track positions. 
What constituted job-relevant 
course training in earlier decades 
are now outdated, time-consuming 
courses that have dubious long-
term professional value for the 
modern American Ph.D. candidate.

According to a study conduct-
ed from 2003 to 2012, the median 

I was recently interviewed by a 
fellow alt-ac Ph.D. who is writing 
a book, accepted by a major aca-
demic press, intended for current 
and post-Ph.D.s considering non-
academic career paths. He posed 
an interesting question to me:

“Do you regret doing your Ph.D.?”
That is not an easy question to 

answer for someone who once 
heavily identified as an academ-
ic but is no longer involved in the 
profession. So I responded to his 
question with one of my own:

“Do you mean do I regret it, or if I 
knew what I know now, would I do 
my Ph.D. all over again?”

I am now two jobs removed from 
academe. My career trajectory has 
radically changed from the days 

when I was dissertating day and 
night in the dense stacks of the 
library. Back then, I was blissful-
ly ignorant about the anemic na-
ture of the academic job market. 
Certainly no one supplied me with 
tenure-track placement data. That 
only became apparent when I be-
gan to tabulate placement num-
bers in the sixth and final year of 
my program.

Life looks very different now. My 
years in the Ph.D. program look 
very different. I now think about 
ways in which Ph.D. programs can 
be reformed to take into consider-
ation the long-term, nonacademic 
job prospects of many of their stu-
dents. To that end, it is vital that 
universities re-evaluate the time-

By Michael Zimm // June 5, 2019 

Universities must re-evaluate the time-to-degree requirements 
for many humanities Ph.D. programs, argues Michael Zimm.

A Shorter, More Humane Ph.D. Program

VIEWS

SOURCE: ISTOCK / SORBETTO

https://www.humanitiesindicators.org/content/indicatordoc.aspx?i=49
https://www.chronicle.com/article/From-Homer-to-High-Tech/238982
https://www.insidehighered.com/users/michael-zimm
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time that humanities Ph.D.s spent 
in their programs was 6.9 years or 
longer. Humanities Ph.D. programs 
are considerably longer than those 
in physical and life sciences. Most 
American Ph.D. students will com-
plete their degrees while they are in 
their late 20s and 30s. Those are 
crucial years for their long-term 
earning power. Any additional year 
spent in a Ph.D. program will eat 
into future salary increases and the 
ability to save for retirement.

Ph.D.-granting departments 
have a moral responsibility to take 
into consideration how their pro-
gram requirements impact their 
students’ potential earning power 
and financial stability. Universities 
should look to their counterparts 
in Europe that have shorter time 
frames to degree completion. In 
fact, since American universities 
hire European Ph.D.s (sometimes 
over American Ph.D.s whose de-
grees took longer to complete), 
there is little advantage for grad-
uate students to be saddled with 

they will one day have.)
In addition, the expected length 

of dissertations should be short-
ened. For tenure-track and ten-
ured faculty, their dissertations are 
springboards for their first book 
projects. It makes sense that they 
want heavily footnoted, lengthy and 
densely researched dissertations. 
But for those students preparing 
for nonacademic careers, turgid, 
long-winded dissertations will sim-
ply collect dust in a box buried in 
their attic. The scholarly contribu-
tion will not put food on their table 
(whereas it does for faculty mem-
bers, since academic publishing is 
part of their job).

So after considering the ques-
tion for 10 seconds, I answered 
the interviewer, “I would do it all 
over again if I could complete my 
Ph.D. program in three to three and 
a half years. However, even though 
I found my Ph.D. journey intellectu-
ally fulfilling, I would not squander 
an additional three years of earning 
power on my Ph.D.”         ■

onerous degree requirements that 
have nominal professional value 
once they explore career options 
outside academe.

Where could time be saved? Hu-
manities Ph.D. programs contain 
a large number of up-front cours-
es that can take up to two years of 
study. As I reflect on my graduate 
student years, I would certainly 
trim the number of required cours-
es and seminars. I would also less-
en the number of qualifying exams. 
Cutting the number of courses and 
exams could result in graduate 
students preserving precious years 
down the road.

Humanities Ph.D. programs 
should also consider limiting their 
annual enrollment numbers so that 
they are actually training students 
for tenure-track academic posi-
tions that their Ph.D. students will 
actually fill. (I’m excluding post-
docs, visiting assistant professors 
and adjuncts, since most first-year 
students don’t envision these con-
tingent positions as the type of jobs 

https://www.kristechwire.com/
https://www.insidehighered.com/advice/2019/06/05/universities-should-re-evaluate-time-it-takes-gain-phd-opinion
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We Must Support Chinese International Students

We should not view such students as threats or cash cows but rather 
as people who can contribute knowledge, distinct cultural identities 
and other valuable resources, argues Xiaojie Li.

By Xiaojie Li  // June 11, 2019
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among a wider range of students.
Usually, students asked me 

whether our university would pro-
vide any help with their visa-re-
newal process. And while the in-
stitution may assist international 
students with coordinating certain 
documents if requested by a U.S. 
consulate, that does not help to 
ease the fear in their minds. Re-
cently, China’s Ministry of Educa-
tion warned students of potential 
risks in obtaining visas to the Unit-
ed States. That announcement 
from the Chinese central govern-
ment validated existing anecdot-
al stories that students may have 
heard from friends and affirmed 
their concerns about visa-related 
challenges.

Besides living with the uncer-
tainty due to the tightened visa 
policies and other regulations, 

“I’m worried that I cannot return 
to the United States on time for the 
new semester.”

I’ve received messages like this 
now and then from Chinese inter-
national students before a college 
break. As a former international 
student and current staff mem-
ber working for Chinese student 
services at an American universi-
ty, I’ve heard and understood their 
anxiety.

The policy that shortened stu-
dent visa durations from five years 
to one year, along with the potential 
delayed processing times, is sup-
posed to only affect Chinese stu-
dents in some high-tech majors. 
But stories about other Chinese 
students who have also received 
one-year visas or who are miss-
ing a semester due to administra-
tive process has caused worries 

Chinese students, as the largest 
international student population in 
the United States, are also increas-
ingly disturbed by the generally 
unwelcoming environment in the 
country over all. After the Federal 
Bureau of Investigation director 
accused foreign researchers of 
stealing intellectual property from 
the United States, Chinese stu-
dents and scholars have felt sin-
gled out and further alienated.

Today, discrimination against 
Chinese people seems more le-
gitimate in society. One Chinese 
student revealed to me recently 
that she was assigned to a proj-
ect group with all other Chinese 
students while her American peers 
were in a different group. She be-
lieved that her department did so 
assuming that Chinese students 
would affect the quality of Amer-

SOURCE: ISTOCK / KOOL99 

https://www.insidehighered.com/users/xiaojie-li
http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/06/04/chinese-officials-warn-students-visa-problems-if-they-come-us
http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/06/04/chinese-officials-warn-students-visa-problems-if-they-come-us
http://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/06/04/chinese-officials-warn-students-visa-problems-if-they-come-us
https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2019/04/26/chinese-students-scholars-report-visa-delays
https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2019/04/26/chinese-students-scholars-report-visa-delays
https://www.insidehighered.com/quicktakes/2019/04/26/chinese-students-scholars-report-visa-delays
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/04/29/fbi-director-discusses-chinese-espionage-threat-us-academic-research
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/04/29/fbi-director-discusses-chinese-espionage-threat-us-academic-research
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/04/29/fbi-director-discusses-chinese-espionage-threat-us-academic-research
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/04/29/fbi-director-discusses-chinese-espionage-threat-us-academic-research
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/04/29/fbi-director-discusses-chinese-espionage-threat-us-academic-research


We Must Support Chinese International Students

Recruiting International Graduate Students in a Challenging Environment  |  31

To make our campuses more inclusive, 
institutions must respect and normalize 

different approaches of teaching and services 
coming from non-American cultures.

“

“

ican students’ work due to their 
lack of English proficiency. Her 
peer Chinese students were reluc-
tant to collaboratively protest the 
department's approach, so the is-
sue was left unaddressed. Strong-
ly disappointed by her experience 
in this program, this student said 
she would not stay in America for 
even one more day after gradu-
ation and would tell any Chinese 
students she knew to avoid that 
program because she did not want 
them to be treated so unfairly.

Paradoxically, while Chinese 
students are seen as potential 
threat to national security, as well 
as less linguistically proficient, 
higher education institutions still 
invest heavily in Chinese student 
recruitment to maintain the in-
flow of these full-paying students. 
The University of Illinois at Urba-
na-Champaign, for example, has 
purchased insurance to counter 
the potentially reduced tuition in-
come caused by a drop in Chi-
nese students. Yet some colleges 
and universities view international 
students more as cash cows who 
serve their financial purpose than 
people who bring knowledge, dis-
tinct cultural identities and other 
valuable resources to American 
campuses.

And, in fact, some internation-
al students can tend to internal-
ize that narrative and perceive 
themselves as cash cows as they 
“purchase” an American degree. I 
learned that several Chinese stu-
dents who violated the code of 
academic integrity were unworried 
about potential penalties, believ-
ing that they would not be expelled 
because the university relies on 
their money. By studying in the 
United States, they were pursuing 
the highly symbolic value that an 
American degree provides more 

Chinese students to academic re-
search and campus diversity.

Beyond that, we, as faculty and 
staff members, should actively 
identify discriminatory behavior 
toward Chinese students, spend 
time listening to how they feel 
and help them to analyze the is-
sues, increase their awareness of 
neo-racism and navigate existing 
resources. That way, Chinese stu-
dents can better understand the 
importance of speaking out and 
also feel comfortable and empow-
ered to do so. If we don’t make 
efforts and simply believe that it’s 
no one but Chinese students’ own 
fault if they stay quiet, neo-racism 
will not be corrected. And the mes-
sage of “You are welcome here” 
will be meaningless, regardless of 
how frequently we say it.

Strengthen the support for in-
ternational student success. For 
American higher education institu-
tions to maintain their ability to at-
tract international students in the 
long run, they should be sincerely 
devoted to providing high-quality 
education for international stu-
dents. Examples could be tailoring 
tutoring programs that interna-

than a high-quality education and 
cross-cultural experience.

What Institutions Should Do
Although the overall political en-

vironment in America is unfriend-
ly toward Chinese students and 
scholars, higher education insti-
tutions can still do many things 
to support them, given they have 
much to contribute to colleges 
and universities beyond the dollars 
they provide. They can:

Take genuine actions against 
neo-racism. Many colleges have 
emphasized their commitment to 
support our international students 
through slogans, emails and vid-
eos. But we should realize that in-
ternational students will not truly 
feel welcomed and included until 
institutions honestly recognize and 
battle against the occasions when 
those students are treated unfairly 
on their campuses. This requires 
our colleges to engage in a “deep-
ly engrained consciousness about 
the humanity of internationaliza-
tion,” in the words of Jenny J. Lee, 
a professor in the Center for the 
Study of Higher Education at the 
University of Arizona, and to open-
ly celebrate the contributions of 
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tional students with various learn-
ing styles and lower English profi-
ciency can truly benefit from.

Also, international students find 
it increasingly difficult to obtain 
H-1B work visas under Trump’s 
“Hire American” initiative. Colleges 
should also take action to support 
international students’ postgradu-
ation career development. If we fail 
to do that, we risk leaving Chinese 
and other students disappointed 
with their educational experience 
in the United States. Regardless of 
how hostile national immigration 
policies are for international stu-
dents, institutions should always 
stand with international students, 
equip them with resources and ca-
reer skills to navigate the American 
professional world, assist them to 
overcome the cultural challenges, 
and fight against the H-1B lottery 
odds. Colleges' caring attitude and 
substantial support services for 
international students’ success 
during and after their studies are 
what those students really need.

Be cautious about Ameri-
can-centered approaches. As an 
international staff member, I’ve 

lives in the United States, we should 
not make them assimilate only to 
the American way. Having interna-
tional students on our campuses 
provides an opportunity for high-
er education institutions to learn 
from their languages, cultures and 
mind-sets. To make our campuses 
more inclusive, institutions must 
respect and normalize different 
approaches of teaching and ser-
vices coming from non-American 
cultures.

Practically, hiring and support-
ing international faculty and staff 
members can contribute to such 
diversity, but it is probably more 
important for institutions to fa-
cilitate opportunities for them to 
exchange ideas about teaching, 
research and service with their in-
ternational peers. That way, we not 
only celebrate the diversity that 
international students and schol-
ars bring, but we also recognize 
and embrace the value of their 
various cultures and perspectives. 
And that ultimately contributes to 
knowledge production, the funda-
mental purpose of higher educa-
tion.            ■

noticed that colleges may not 
be as inclusive as they claim to 
be. I’ve found myself constant-
ly needing to justify the validity of 
my work and felt pressured to im-
pose U.S.-centered approaches 
on Chinese students. For exam-
ple, answering students’ questions 
through instant chat on WeChat 
(the most popular social media 
network in China) is viewed as too 
informal and even inappropriate. 
My colleagues told me that inter-
national students should get used 
to communicating through email 
and learn to be more patient wait-
ing for responses.

Also, some of my American col-
leagues don’t see organizing Man-
darin-speaking events on the cam-
pus as having any particular value 
because they believe that Chinese 
students should understand and 
practice English. An example of 
this viewpoint can be found in the 
Duke University professor’s ratio-
nale of urging Chinese students 
to speak English at most, if not all, 
times in academic settings.

Even though international stu-
dents need help to adapt to their 
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Lessons From a Support Group

Mike Firmand describes how such a group can help students feel more  
in control of their job searches and outlines how to create your own.

By Mike Firmand // June 3, 2019 

Urbana-Champaign, where I regu-
larly lead group programs focused 
on career exploration for graduate 
students, I am constantly struck by 
how much students benefit from 
spontaneous group discussion. 
Seeing how the dynamic, unex-
pected element of open dialogue 
can reveal new insights, I grew ea-
ger to develop a program for stu-
dents to engage with peers about 
the job search in this sustained and 
collaborative way.

So this spring, I started the 
first-ever job search support group 
for graduate students at the Uni-
versity of Illinois. Over four weeks, 
around 12 master's and Ph.D. stu-
dents from across disciplines came 
together for weekly, 90-minute 
meetings focused on one compo-
nent of the job search: assessing fit 
from a job ad, crafting application 
materials, interviewing strategies, 

A small outburst of voices sud-
denly fills the room. “I didn’t know 
that was a thing,” one student an-
nounces above the swell of noise. 
We’re discussing a difficult topic: 
perceptions of gender and its influ-
ence on applicants in the interview 
process. “Should I ask about ma-
ternity leave benefits?” “My profes-
sor told me not to wear a wedding 
ring.”

The group grapples with mixed 
feelings as they talk through their 
views on whether to conceal as-
pects of identity as a strategy for 
succeeding in a job interview. This 
was a complicated but candid con-
versation on navigating uncertainty 
that took place in a job search sup-
port group for graduate students.

Piloting a Job Search 
Support Group
In my role at the Graduate Col-

lege of the University of Illinois at 

networking and so forth. I planned 
for the sessions to be highly inter-
active, with most of the time desig-
nated for participants to tell stories, 
ask questions and reflect on their 
job search experiences together.

During those four weeks, I ob-
served that most of the students 
felt a loss of control in the search. I 
came to realize that the main bene-
fit of the support group model was 
that students could confront that 
feeling and take steps to overcome 
it. In this article, I will describe that 
loss of control, explain how the 
support group helped and outline 
strategies for creating your own job 
search support group.

Key Finding: A Loss of Control
As the students gathered for 

each weekly discussion, I noticed 
an abundance of they-centered 
language. Concerns about what 
skills and experiences they care 
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“Would they ever hire me for this,” 
ask, “Would I like to do this? Can I 
visualize myself doing this type of 
work for this organization? What 
about the work is exciting?”
■ When crafting application 

materials: I often tell the students 
that cover letters need to make a 
compelling argument. And your 
mind-set when making that argu-
ment should be: it was me all along. 
This employer may have decided 
on a prescribed list of knowledge, 
skills and experiences needed for 
this role, but in fact, what I have is 
the ideal, distinct mix of things it 
takes to succeed -- and here’s why.
■ In the interview: You may not 

have control over what questions 
are asked, but that doesn’t mean 
you lack agency. Your preparations 
should focus on what you want 
them to know about you. What sto-
ries do you want to tell? How have 
your experiences prepared you 
to contribute to the organization? 
Don’t wait for the perfect setup to 
tell your best stories, because it 
may never come.

Providing concrete strategies to 
build confidence broadened the 
impact of the support group be-
yond granting a space to share 
frustrations. After participating, 

about most in a résumé. Not know-
ing what exactly they mean in one 
particular sentence in a job ad. 
Questions about how they assess 
interview answers.

They are employers, broadly, and 
a source of great concern for job 
seekers with limited mind-reading 
abilities. Not knowing employers’ 
expectations and wants with per-
fect precision at each step in the 
search seemed to be students’ 
most significant source of stress.

This lack of certainty manifested 
itself in students’ decisions about 
whether or not to apply for a job as 
they searched for the elusive per-
fect match. Participants would talk 
themselves out of applying after 
seeing just a single qualification 
they didn’t have. At the same time, 
students felt apprehensive about 
applying to jobs in which they met 
or exceeded every requirement for 
fear of being overqualified. At both 
ends of the spectrum, the stu-
dents held perceptions of being the 
wrong fit based on what they say 
they are looking for. And in all cas-
es, the stress was experienced as 
a deficiency on their part, as if their 
lack of assuredness was a result or 
an indication of their inadequacy 
as a job candidate.

Certainly, you should consider 
employers’ needs in how you pres-
ent yourself as a job candidate. 
But being overly they focused can 
transform any external factor, many 
of which are beyond your control, 
into a source of anxiety. The lack 
of certainty can be overwhelming, 
and some students in the support 
group postponed their job search 
altogether as a result. Focusing on 
factors outside of their control led 
to feelings that they had no control.

Sharing the same room to ex-
plain these experiences of uncer-
tainty revealed to participants that 

they were not alone in feeling pow-
erless. Additionally, it helped them 
realize that most of their doubts 
stemmed from guesswork about 
employers and allowed them to 
recognize its demoralizing effects. 
Hearing their concerns being ex-
pressed by others made it possible 
for students to get out of their own 
heads where they could evaluate 
and reconsider their reservations. 
The lessons derived from the job 
search support group offer ways 
to take back control, which can be 
done through building confidence 
and fostering community.

Taking Control 
Through Confidence
Given that total certainty is im-

possible in the job search, you can 
get quickly discouraged if you focus 
entirely on them. To break that pat-
tern, the group sessions focused 
on reclaiming confidence by apply-
ing a more positive, self-directed 
and action-oriented mind-set. Here 
are three tactics discussed in our 
meetings that helped participants 
combat they-dominated thinking:
■ When reading job ads: Re-

train your brain to first assess 
job ads from a positive mind-set 
before considering whether you 
match the qualifications. Instead of 

It takes courage to search for a job. 
It also takes courage to disclose your worries 
to a room full of strangers. Support groups 

offer graduate students a communal 
and collaborative space to activate 

their confidence.

“

“
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out what mattered most to them. 
It also gave them the self-reliance 
to reach their own understanding 
in dealing with uncertainty without 
the expectation of an expert to pro-
vide a one-size-fits-all solution.
■ Include a variety of voices: 

Our group benefited from being 
open to graduate students of all 
fields and degree levels. Students 
were surprised and reassured that 
peers from different backgrounds 
shared sources of stress and un-
certainty about the job search. 
Finding this common ground 
helped individuals validate their ex-
perience and presented an oppor-
tunity to find new members of their 
network of support, a key compo-
nent for building resilience.

It takes courage to search for a 
job. It also takes courage to dis-
close your worries to a room full 
of strangers. Support groups offer 
graduate students a communal 
and collaborative space to activate 
their confidence, combat they-cen-
tered doubt and regain control amid 
the uncertainty of the job search.  ■

students reported feelings of in-
creased confidence regarding their 
ability to assess fit for a job, create 
effective application materials and 
manage the stress of the search.

How to Organize Your Own Group
As our support group made 

clear, another way to take control 
is through developing community 
with others. Consider creating your 
own support group, either infor-
mally with peers or by advocating 
for a formal program through your 
grad student association or career 
services office. If you want to start 
a group, here are some approach-
es that helped make our program 
successful:
■ Meet regularly: Our group 

met at the same day and time each 
week. Students confirmed that 
having an established time devoted 
to collaboration helped them stay 
on track with individual aspects 
of their search. This consistency 
made it easier for those who at-
tended all sessions to build rapport 
with one another, leading to more 
meaningful conversations in later 

weeks.
■ Have themes: Organizing 

each week around a specific theme 
of the job search helped focus the 
conversation and discourage dras-
tic pivots into unrelated topics. Be-
cause students knew the theme in 
advance, they prepared questions 
and stories around specific stress 
points, enabling deeper exploration 
of the topic, such as the dialogue 
on gender bias, without the pres-
sure to move on to other issues.
■ Let participants steer the 

discourse: At the outset, I decided 
that facilitators would only initi-
ate and complement the conver-
sation, providing just a brief (five 
to 10 minutes) introduction and 
occasional prompts to stimulate 
discussion. This structure helped 
participants get accustomed to 
the flow of the sessions, but it was 
even more important for facilita-
tors to remain flexible -- reading 
the room to decide when to aban-
don predetermined talking points. 
Granting authority to students em-
powered them to probe and hash 
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