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Editorial

Editors Note: 1o introduce this issue of Spectrum we
reached out to one of Higher Education’s thought leaders on
International Education, Peter F Briggs at Michigan State
University. For those of us who spend our days with our heads
down, working to improve college health, Peter invites us here
to more fully appreciate the context of healthcare for the
international student.

Students graduating today will undoubtedly work
abroad and/or work with people from abroad for
significant parts of their careers. Our universities must
prepare our students for an increasingly interconnected
world. When I was a college student, I could not have
foreseen the role that computers and the Internet would
come to play during my career. Change, of course, will
continue, driven by new players, new science, new con-
sumers, and new economic and political influences on
the world stage. In terms of business, education, and
communication, the world will keep getting smaller. The
challenge of our time is to adjust to the speed of change
in today’s world and focus on developing graduates that
can function well in the global marketplace.

Strategies for providing an international education
usually include enrolling international students. Recog-
nizing the importance of international students to
competitiveness, innovation and economic development,
competition for the world’s top academic talent has
escalated dramatically over the past fifteen years. The U.K.
and Australia have significantly increased their inter-
national student enrollments with strategic marketing of
their higher education systems. Singapore, China and South
Africa have explicit goals to serve as education hubs for
their regions of the world. The paradigm has shifted and the
days when international students were merely a pleasant
addition to have on campus are gone. The need to recruit
and retain international students is serious business.

Why are international students so important to our
campuses and to our country?

Political Benefits

The U.S. response to terrorism has raised important
questions about our open society. While we have an on-
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The Importance of International
Students in the Battle for Brainpower

going tension between internationalism and parochialism,
we recognize the need for international understanding
and cooperation. The presence of international students
on our campuses helps us achieve that.

Despite the challenges that international students
sometimes present to our educational institutions, we are
privileged that the world’s academic elite come to us.
International students in our communities provide us
with an opportunity to make friends throughout the
world. International education is also a way to “tell our
story to the world.” We need this kind of “soft power”
public diplomacy to help win hearts and minds around
the world. We also have the chance to influence the next
generation of world leaders. Mexico’s Vicente Fox, U.N.
Secretary General Kofi Anan and King Abdullah of
Jordan are just a few of the world’s leaders who have
pursued their education in the U.S.

Educational and Economic Benefits

Because innovation and technology are tied to our
ability to generate wealth, international students are of
increasing importance to economic competitiveness in
today’s world. Scientific research at most U.S. universities
relies on a significant enrollment of international students.
With fewer U.S. students pursuing graduate degrees in
technical fields, our science departments welcome the
contributions of research talent from abroad. Evidence
linking the number of international students on a campus
to the number of patents an institution obtains, further
highlights their importance. If our international enrollments
decline, there is risk to more than just our science programs
on campus. There is risk to losing some of our economic
strength and competitive edge. In addition, at a time when
the U.S. is running record trade deficits, the estimated
twelve billion dollars that international students contribute
to the U.S. economy is a small, but noticeable contribution
to our national GNP.

Cultural Benefits

Friendship with an international student can
be transformational. It can help us develop more of a
global perspective. And, since most domestic students
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will not have the opportunity to study abroad and
experience another culture, involving international
students on campus in some kind of structured
educational role can help give U.S. students an inter-
national experience at home.

Internationally Friendly Institutions

Serving the special needs of international students
involves the entire campus, not just the international
student office. Everyone on campus should be part of an
internationally friendly environment.

What is good customer service in an intercultural
environment? We've had the mentality that “if we build it,
they will come.” Those days are waning. The competition
for brainpower means that our campuses must be inter-
nationally friendly to retain the students we've recruited,
and to continue to attract qualified international scholars.
And it all starts with attitude.

Given all the benefits stated above, we must be
prepared to acknowledge that it takes more time, flexibility
and communication creativity to work with international
students. Issues of language and a lack of background in
how things are done in the U.S. are part of the challenge
of hosting this kind of global diversity. Some of our staff
may lack the patience or the tolerance that is helpful in
assisting international students.

There are also understandable fears when we
encounter differences. These fears include fear of offending
someone, fear of revealing our ignorance of what we do
not know about their culture, fear of language and
cultural barriers, fear of being misunderstood, fear of
conflict and how to manage it.

It is important to recognize that international students
bring with them a lifetime of handling healthcare in
certain ways and it is both unfair and unrealistic to ask
them to simply fit into our ways. How can healthcare
delivery be wrapped into the concept of an internationally
friendly university? Some ideas include:

* Orientation issues: We need to understand what
it is about our ways that international students do
not understand and determine what they need to
know during the time they are here. New students
are overwhelmed with new information, but creative
ways to catch their attention on healthcare must
be part of any program. Having said that, it should
be understood by college health professionals that
the first real and appropriate “learning moment”
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is often when the international student presents with
an illness or injury.

* Language issues: Having some words of welcome in
other languages is a good way to acknowledge the
backgrounds of international students. Having some
common healthcare terms translated into some of
the primary languages that students on campus
speak can also bridge an awkward moment. This is
especially important with spouses and other family
members of students.

Intercultural communication: We must find ways
to be thoughtful communicators with students whose
ways are different from ours. We can gain a better
understanding of our own cultural influences when
we contrast our world view against those held by
others. This opportunity to learn about other cultures
is also one of the great benefits of working on a
campus that hosts international students.

Mental health issues: The stigma of counseling
and the western ways of self-disclosure make mental
health issues especially challenging to diagnose
and treat. We must make special efforts to help
campus staff outside the international student office
understand the dynamics of transition and cultural
adjustment. Having a wellness model of supporting
a broader community can help. Having staff on hand
that have training in multicultural counseling is
also important.

Perceptions of healthcare: Our assumptions about
what is right and wrong with respect to healthcare is
often not shared among other cultures. Listening to
students will help us understand student perceptions
of healthcare professionals.

The list above could go on and on. Education is
the key to international understanding and the pace of
change in today’s world is breathtaking. In this competitive
world, international students on campus are valuable
resources and learning with them gives us a special
opportunity to prepare for the future.

ttn Do

Peter E. Briggs
Director, Office for International Students and Scholars
Michigan State University
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Philip G. Altbach, PhD, Boston College

Editors Note: Although this issue will focus on the unique
health needs on international students studying in the U.S.,
we felt we should introduce this subject with an overview of
current trends in students’ movements across borders for higher
education. We are particularly pleased to reprint an edited
version of Philip Altbach’s recent article on the subject. Dr.
Altbach directs the Center for International Higher Education
at Boston College and is an acknowledged expert on transborder
student flows.

At present, about 2 million students worldwide study
outside of their home countries — a number that a
recent study suggests will increase to 8 million by 2025.
The U.S., with just under 600,000 international students,
is by far the largest host country, but for the past two to
three years, the number of foreign students coming to the
U.S. has not grown.

Nations’ interest in student flow across borders is
increasing for a number of reasons. Industrialized countries
are recognizing the need to provide their students with a
global consciousness and with experience in other countries
to prepare them to compete in the global economy. The
European Union, for instance, has instituted policies that
have increased the numbers of students studying outside of
their home countries within the Union. With the expansion
of the European Union and the implementation of the
“Bologna Initiatives,” which are designed to harmonize
academic structures within the European Union, these
numbers should surge.

In addition, in some countries, the demand for
access to postsecondary education outstrips their internal
capacity. In general, the direction of student flow is from
south to north — from the developing world to the
richer countries of the north. Today, more than half the
world’s post-secondary students are in the developing
world, and this proportion will grow in the coming
decades. Many of these high-growth countries cannot
educate everyone at home and are sending increasing
numbers of their students abroad to study. In addition
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to capacity, the educational institutions of the northern
countries have a prestige and power — due to their
domination of the curriculum and of scientific
discourse — that is little questioned in the contemporary
academic marketplace.

For those countries importing foreign students,
international higher education is big business. Foreign
students contribute more than $12 billion to the U.S.
economy each year, for example, and two-thirds of those
students report that their own and/or their family’s funds
pay for their studies. In the current environment of
financial constraint in U.S. higher education, these
students are an increasingly attractive revenue source.
International students don’t just fill seats and add revenue
— they also contribute to our global competitiveness
by swelling the numbers of highly trained people in key
disciplines. In some graduate specialties — such as
engineering, computer sciences, and a few others —
foreign students constitute a majority of the doctoral
candidates at U.S. universities.

With its 586,000 international students, the
United States is currently by far the largest host country
and home to more than a quarter of the world’s foreign
students. It attracts more foreign students than the three
largest competitors (the U.K., Germany, and France)
combined. The large majority of foreign students in the
U.S. come from developing and newly industrializing
countries, with 55% coming from Asia (the top five
sending countries are India, China, South Korea, Japan,
and Taiwan).

Over the past three decades there have been some
significant variations in the countries from which the
U.S. draws students, typically reflecting major economic
or political shifts. For example, Iran was once one of the
top sending countries, but since the downfall of the Shah,
virtually no students have come from there. Indonesia’s
recent economic troubles combined with the post-
September 11 climate for international students have
reduced flows from that country — down 10% in the
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“For those countries importing foreign students, international

higher education is big business. Foreign students contribute

more than $12 billion to the U.S. economy each year.”

past year. In the same period, Saudi Arabia and Kuwait,
both with strong academic ties to the U.S., have seen
declines of 25%, while the United Arab Emirates is down
by 16%. Continued growth in enrollments from some
major Asian suppliers — notably India, which replaced
China as the largest sending country to the U.S. in 2001-
2002, and South Korea — have partially offset losses
elsewhere. But even though it is not clear if the 2002-
2003 numbers, which showed no growth in international
students in the U.S., are the beginning of a longer term
pattern or simply a temporary adjustment (there was
considerable surprise that the 2001-2002 figures
increased by 6.4%, despite the immediate aftermath of
September 11, see more discussion below), these recent
shifts in countries of origin, field of study, and of
international students coming to the U.S. suggest that
the continued U.S. dominance of the world’s higher-
education market is no longer indisputable.

Pushes and Pulls

We have noted the host countries interests in
student mobility, but what motivates individual students
to go abroad? Students are “pushed” from their home
countries by a variety of forces. Many very able students
are unable to obtain entry into local universities because
of lack of space and sometimes very competitive entry
requirements. Such students often find it easier to
gain entry to good foreign institutions than to local
schools. Many of the world’s brightest students seek
opportunities abroad because there are few, if any,
“world-class” institutions in much of the world, especially
in developing countries. Students also leave home when
the specializations they want to study, from astronomical
physics to aspects of zoology, are unavailable in their
own countries, especially at the graduate and professional
level. Most developing nations offer very limited
opportunities for study at the masters and doctoral levels,
and the programs that do exist often cannot compete
internationally.
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Social and political forces also push students out of
their home countries. In a few cases, discriminatory
admissions policies, such as preferences given in Malaysia
to students of Malay background as opposed to ethnic
Chinese students, drive students to study overseas.
Students also may study abroad to escape political or
other repression at home or to experience greater
academic freedom. Some students seek to escape from
academic systems burdened by disruptions due to student
unrest, faculty strikes, closures by government authorities,
or other problems.

Students are “pulled” to study in the United States,
in particular, for many reasons. The U.S. is generally seen
as the world’s best academic system. Some students feel
that the prestige of a degree from a foreign university,
especially an American degree, is greater than that of
one from a local institution. At the same time, foreign
students are attracted to lower-prestige four-year schools
and to some of the best community colleges in growing
numbers, sometimes finding it easier to gain admission to
a less-selective U.S. institution than to a university at
home. Thus, there are “pulls” from different segments of
the academic system. Students are also pulled by America
itself — by the lure of life in, and the globally disseminated
culture of, the United States.

A significant number of international students
go abroad to study with the aim of staying in the host
country to work and make to a career. The U.S. is
a major attractor of these students because of its large
and diverse economy, the willingness of employers to
hire well-qualified foreigners, and the high salaries
available in many fields, including in academe. It is
hard to quantify this motivation, since few international
will admit that immigration is a major goal, but the
non-return rates of students from several key sending
countries are indicative. Estimates of Chinese and Indian
students choosing not to return home after their study in
the U.S., for example, range from 66-92% and 77-88%,

respectively.
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“Coming to study in the United States has become an obstacle course, and
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September 11 and its Implications

The essential elements of American higher education’s
role in the world did not change as a result of September
11. The U.S. academic and research systems remain the
strongest in the world, and students worldwide still see
the U.S. as a major academic attraction. Furthermore,
the very size and diversity of the U.S. continues to make
it especially attractive. Yet shifts are evident — some
obvious, some subtle, and some not yet clear. While the
total numbers of international students worldwide are
growing, increases in foreign-student enrollments in
the U.S. stopped in 2002-2003, at a time when other
countries were seeing dramatic growth in their overseas
enrollments.

These countries, increasingly entrepreneurial in
pursuit of graduate enrollments particularly, are reaping
the benefit of a progressively more inhospitable
environment for foreign students in the U.S. Coming
to study in the United States has become an obstacle
course, and prospective students abroad are increasingly
leery of stringent, changing, arbitrary, and sometimes
inconsistent, government regulations regarding visas,
reporting to government agencies, and the like. Students
from developing countries, especially those from the
Islamic world, report being treated with disrespect by
U.S. officials in their countries. American university
administrators responsible for international students
also report that a significant number of students
are denied visas or are delayed so long that they are
unable to study in the U.S. The implementation of
the Student Exchange Visitor Information System
(SEVIS), a computer-based tracking system operated
by the Department of Homeland Security, and the
imposition of new fees charged to students from abroad
are additional barriers. The anecdotes and myths
concerning these difficulties are, in many ways, more
damaging than the reality. Student applicants and their
parents hear them, and many choose not to come to the
United States.

Recent attitude surveys also indicate that students
considering studying abroad see the U.S. as a less
safe place to study compared to such higher education
competitor countries as Australia and Britain, but that
these safety concerns do not yet loom very large, at
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least in the absence of additional major terrorist attacks
in the U.S. Although American international study
administrators have noted a major increase in concerns
about safety, foreign students currently studying in the
U.S. report feeling quite safe — security is seen as a
greater problem from the outside. Only a small number
of foreign students returned home immediately following
September 11, and most of those who did returned to the
U.S. later to complete their studies.

What is quite clear is that today’s world of
international higher education is not static. Key
competitor countries have placed much greater emphasis
on attracting students to their universities and that
increased American barriers to foreign students work
to their advantage. Australia is an especially aggressive
recruiter of foreign students, with Britain and
New Zealand not far behind. All of these countries
see attracting students to their institutions as a
major source of revenue. Governments in all three
countries have stimulated an active foreign-education
policy as a means of reducing local expenditures on
higher education.

The changes taking place in Europe as a result
of the EU Bologna process are equally important,
although in a different direction. More European
students will probably choose to stay and study within
the EU, where costs are low and the “common academic
space” makes cross-border study easy. Once fully
implemented, which should happen in the next five years
or so, the EU may well turn abroad to lure students from
outside Europe, both to earn income and to contribute to
EU foreign-policy aims.

Americans Abroad

American students also study abroad in growing,
but modest numbers. Almost 161,000 Americans studied
abroad in 2001-2002, an increase of 4.4% over the
previous year, continuing an upward trend of the past
decade or so. American colleges and universities, especially
those in the upper tier of prestige, have long declared
their interest in providing students with an international
consciousness and, if possible, with an overseas experience,
as part of their undergraduate education. There is at least
a nominal recognition that, in a globalized economy,
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